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HERE'S A STORY GOING AROUND. For 
some it’s told with lip-smacking anticipation 
and relish. For others it’s the horror show 
they had long anticipated and claimed to be 
fighting against. It goes like this: Boris John- 
son, just like Donald Trump before him, 
wanted to start a revolution; there were forc- 
es welling up which called for one; it could feasibly have been 
done (and was desperately needed). However, both blond 
beasts failed to meet their rendezvous with destiny. They sat on 
the throne and did nothing. 

‘lhis fable is entirely wrong and in telling it the only objec- 
tives served are in mythmaking and evasion. Itis, in short, a glit- 
tering legend of the civil service. 

In Donald Trump’s America, the chal- 
lenge to whatever it was he and his voters 
represented was the administrative state 
that his presidency failed to tame. This 
“liberal regime” saturated officialdom, 
and its complaints, not least about Trump’s presumptions, were 
greatly amplified by a cultural clerisy spreading through aca- 
deme, the press and the arts. 

Scholars such as Philip Hamburger of Columbia Law School 
offer an erudite and convincing intellectual case underpinning 
what is happening in the country that failed to have a Trumpian 
counter-revolution. American politicians and journalists show 
why and howit didn’t happen there. 


WHILE THIS STORY — of a lost revolution — might be true 
there, it is not true in the United Kingdom. We have different 
problems and require different solutions. To see them clearly is 
to realise that there never was a chance of a Johnsonian revolu- 
tion. Indeed, supposing that there ever was an such an intent is 
central to the problems this country faces. 

In the British version, Boris Johnson, Dominic Cummings, 
and others left over from the Referendum campaign embodied 
the weltanschauung of Brexit. They were the living embodiment 
of the vote to Jeave the BU. In this interpretation, it was naive to 
imagine the referendum was simply what it said it was — a pleb- 
iscite on whether the UK should stay in the BU — but realistic to 
suppose that the realisation of Brexit tasked them with deliver- 
ing their own revolution. 

‘his is moonshine. The vote to leave the EU was a vote to 
leave the EU. It was a revolutionary — or reactionary — act, and 
its consequences are exactly as promised: control, and respon- 
sibility, were returned to the UK’s political system, and the ex- 
cuse of “Europe” was ripped away from the British governing 
classes. A revolution did not cause us to leave the EU; leaving 
the EU — demonstrably — has not caused a revolution beyond 
the fact of the UK no longer being in it. Brexit cannot be under- 
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stood ifit is not seen in proportion and perspective. 


ARGUING THAT A BRITISH REVOLUTION — for what? about 
what? by whom? — led by Johnson, Cummings and others was 
forestalled by a British deep state, its biddable media outriders, 
and sometimes near hysterical lawyers and ex- bureaucrats with 
a fondness for Twitter commentary is sheer silliness. It’s akin to 
the sort of thing [om Nairn argued for in his diagnosis of 
Ukania — after Kakania, Robert Musil's derogatory nickname 
for the Austro-Hungarian Dual Monarchy in The Man Without 
Qualities. 

A republican and Scottish nationalist, Nairn’s assertion was 
that the British state is illegitimate, inadequate and doomed. 
‘This wish-fulfilment was in turn taken by 
Nairn’s fellow travellers as analytical proof 
of the end they desired. But which has yet 
to come about. 

The remedial action their diagnosis re- 
quired was, however, delivered by Blairite 
liberals. They accepted Nairn’s critique — of the House of Lords, 
an incorporative, undevolved Union, courts which operated 
without the blessings of the ECHR in British law and other such 
Ruritanian survivals — but answered it with progressive 
pabulum. 

‘That Blair had no rationale for acting as he did on devolution 
and the reform of the House of Lords beyond wishing to be seen 
as being modern is neither here nor there. He and his huge 
Commons majorities did it. The cry now —- that a revolution has 
not happened/is needed -- rests on the claim that there is a 
“Blair settlement” ‘This is what people are alternately still resist- 
ing, or, insisting never went far enough to begin with. 

But is there such an order? Was there anything new under 
the sun in Blair’s settlement that Asquith wouldn’t have recog- 
nised and welcomed as familiar, and which his spiritual heirs 
such as Roy Jenkins helped to bring into being? 


INSTEAD OF BELIEVING BLAIRITE HYPE, a far more plausi- 
ble description of the British state is that — bar devolution, 
which was done in a fit of absence of mind, but, crucially, on 
Westminster’s terms — it is fundamentally the same liberal 
state that welcomed Tony Blair’s arrival. Which means that “dis- 
mantling it” from whatever direction, is a very big proposition 
indeed. 

Undoing the liberal state requires what Brexit had: inter and 
intra-party dispute. [here is no evidence that this passion exists. 
No one really has the willpower to do it. Ask anyone deeply in- 
volved in bringing about Brexit what it took to achieve it and the 
honest answer is: everything that led up to the referendum. 
‘There have not been the required decades of work to get to the 
point where the liberal state is seriously questioned. 
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An examination of the status quo will, of course, not come 
from within Whitehall. Why would it? The civil service, who 
have, at all ranks, joined in Boris Johnson's Covid non-com- 
plaint disgrace are spared rebuke. For whatever political price 
the Prime Minister may yet pay, we know that civil servants will 
not be asked to share in it, They are not, even in Number 10, to 
be named for their rule-breaking; their penalty is merely to be 
moved to other publicly paid roles. 

The lack of honour and basic Personal responsibility is 
breathtaking: no politician made any civil servant break the 
tules that they, between them, helped devise and enforce. Mod- 
ern British bureaucrats look out for themselves as much as for 
the commonweal. 

One excuse given for them by Sue Gray, long-time consigliere 
to Jeremy Heywood, that arch-enabler and obscurer of civil ser- 
vice delinquency, was that the officials in No 10 were still actu- 
ally at their desks working, unlike almost everyone else in 
Whitehall. Gray, employing the passive voice of administration, 
further explained in her report: 

Some of the events should not have been allowed to take 

place. Other events should not have been allowed to develop 

as they did. 

So, how to solve the problem of the permissive society in Down- 
ing Street? Easy: make it bigger. 


RAY’S SOLUTION, EAGERLY ADOPTED 
by the Prime Minister in the Commons, 
was that a supposedly out of control Num- 
ber 10, already more bloated than at any 
time in its history, should be made larger 
still. “The structures” Gray intoned, “that 
support the smooth operation of Down- 
ing Street [have] not evolved sufficiently to meet the demands of 
this expansion” Expand more! Don’t rock the bloat. A bigger 
Cabinet Office is required or, as likely, let Number 10 be taken 
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over by arguably Whitehall’s least effective element. 

Cynics will argue that this will go the same way as spokes- 
woman-led televised press conferences: furniture will be 
moved, rooms shall be painted, and nothing will happen save 
taxes going up. 

But that leaves the Savonarolas railing against the civil ser- 
vice unsated. Sure, the supposed revolutionaries who entered 
Downing Street in 2019 failed and ran away, but then they had 
to make very sure that they did. For if they had stayed they 
would have had to face up to the fact that they had no solutions 
to the problems they had misdiagnosed. 

‘The civil service can’t be radically transformed by Jedi 
knights or subjected to some absurd Year Zero. These fantasies 
are idle, weak and childish. Yet a system that produces our cur- 
tent ambassador to Ukraine or a former JIC chairman like Peter 
Ricketts has recruited and promoted second-rate minds. The 
calibre of contemporary senior civil servants is seen daily in the 
quality of their work, or in the astoundingly simplistic things 
they say once pensioned off. The cure for admiring the inher- 
itance of the Northcote-Trevelyan teforms is to read what the 
ennobled Humphreys tweet. 


DAVID STARKEY IN OUR JULY ISSUE last year made the case 
that the premiership is a second monarchy: executive and prac- 
tical, whereas the real thing at the other end of St James's Park is 
abstract and collectivist. Bagehot had it wrong in imagining that 
“a republic has insinuated itself beneath the folds of a monar- 
chy” Our system, Starkey insisted, remains a court with a king. 
This is true. And the gravest problem our system suffers from is 
not systemic, but the abysmal quality of the courtiers, 

Our kings do need better advisers. For it is habitually their 
fault that so much is done so badly. Kings have a quality of their 
own simply by virtue of becoming such. Poor counsellors have 
no such excuse or protection. Keep the system, but chop off 
many more heads, @ 
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JONATHAN MEADES 


Beyond the floppy fringe 


It’sno laughing matter that 
our grotesque, contemptible 
political class is so out of touch 


HO NEEDS comedi- 

ans when you’ve 

got 650 here-today- 

gone-tomorrow white 

collar bullshitters, a 
greedy civil service whirling through a 
1000rpm revolving door, and a force 
of rozzers taking gardening leave till early 
retirement beckons? All of them people 
whose speciality is an extreme form of 
dramatic irony. 

They stitch themselves up with every 
utterance, every lie, every boast, every 
greasing, every act of morally squalid 
deceit, They are deaf to their words, blind 
to their actions, moronically unaware of 
their effects. And they simply don’t know it, 
for they are denied all self-knowledge. This 
is the single field in which they excel, 
which they have mastered with aplomb, yet 
they fail to acknowledge how practised and 
proficient they are. 

Indeed, the less they understand the 
chasm between vacuous aspiration and 
duff achievement, the more comically 
grotesque they become. The emphasis 
there is, of course, on grotesque. 

Leading the packin the last half century 
are Nicholas Fairbairn’s quadruple-breast- 
ed tartan boasts, cuddly uncle Cyril Smith, 
Norman St John-Stevas and his splendid 
droorling varls, |.eo Abse, Gerald Nabarro 
— oh those moustaches! oh that number- 
plate! What characters eh! ‘Ihey don’tmake 
them like that anymore. Don’t they? 


WE ARE BOUND TO WONDER if 
the former Hill’s Angel, Nadine 
Dorries, is anything more than an 
imbecilic slapper trying to draw 
attention to herself by vandalising 
all that is not to her base taste. The 
voluble champion of human 
wrongs, Edward Leigh, and his 
Cardinal Red rosacea belong 
to a lamentable tradition of 
blimpish boorishness. 

‘The truth of Robin Day’s 


— 


incontestable “Here 


essentially two schools of 


today, gone tomorrow” The gap between comedian represented. 

observation to John Nott stand-up and First: those who started 

is proven by Nott’s being ee s out on the halls or 

remembered for little else: public i slight. embraced their ethos and 

indeed Nott made it the That between took it into northern 

title of his autobiography. MPs and ordinary working class clubs and 
What great offices of popular telly. 

state did he hold? people has never Second: Those who 

Secretary of State for been gre ater came from varsity reviews 

Defence during the and were denigrated by 

Falklands war, famously won by Prince Ken Dodd as doing “student humour” 

Andrew and Max Hastings. ‘There is a gulf in both social class and 


T have no idea what constituency he 
represented, This is an instance where 
Google has rendered Mnemosyne 
redundant. You can stand alone on Mont 
Blanc and check out, say, the career of John 
Morrison (later the first Lord Margadale) 
wha represented Salisbury from 1942 until 
1965 and asked questions on deer hunting, 
more deer hunting, lost ration books, 
supplementary petrol coupons, one-man 
hay-balers and WRAC uniforms: “the new 
ones are much more becoming.” 

Should some anorak be daft enough to 
cobble together a thin book entitled 
Forgotten Heroes of Westminster, Morrison 
might just make the cut as a quintessential 
shires Tory with 11,000 acres and a sense of 
noblesse oblige. Who would want such a 
thing? Given the utter contempt in which 
British politicians are justly held, would 
anyone buy it other than to stick pins in it? 


FORGOTTEN HEROES OF COMEDY 
is a different matter. It actually exists, a 
comforting doorstop. ‘Ihe anorak is Robert 
Ross and the mood is buoyant. Itis a 
remedy for the injurious cloud of morose- 
ness inflicted by the 650 bullshitters. 
During the National Outpouring 
when Barry Cryer died afew 
weeks ago Jonathan Coe wrote, 
“every single thing he did was in 
the name of laughter, and lifting 
our spirits. That’s what I call a life 
well lived” 
An encomium might equally be 
applied to many of Ross's 
subjects, who are not, 
perhaps, as forgotten as he 
claims. There are 


location. I proposed many years ago that 
there exists a cultural barrier called the 
Irony Curtain which divides England and 
runs, approximately, from the Potteries to 
the Wash. What is funny north of that line 
seems more and more unfunny the closer 
it approaches the Channel. And vice versa. 
Both schools include some detectable 
as comedians only because they laugh 
before they tell a gag. Both include artists 
who exploit their freakish appearance, 
their disabilities, their race. Comedy 
is catholic. Do Chris Morris and Roy 
“Chubby” Brown really ply the same 
trade? They do. But only in the way that 
Ken Clarke and The People’s Pariah are 
both politicians. 


THE FRIVOLITY OF POLITICS and the 
earnestness of comedy are explicable by 
the two trades’ relationship with their 
public. Comedians tend to understand the 
society and mores they ridicule. ‘Ihe gap 
between stand-up and public is slight. ‘The 
gap between placemen and women on the 
payroll and the patronisingly called 
“ordinary people” has never been greater. 
This is at least partly due to the place that 
people come from. 

Hitler and Kaltenbrunner were “of 
Austrian heritage”; Darré was “of Argentini- 
an and Wimbeldonian heritage”; Rosen- 
berg was “of Estonian heritage”; von 
Schirach was “of American heritage”; Hess 
was “of Egyptian heritage” They were not 
steeped in the culture of the nation they 
seized. They didn’t appreciate its depth and 
magnificence. It was something to be 
trashed whilst they imposed their own 
deadly philistinism.@ 
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PORTRAIT BY VANESSA DELL 


Miriam Elia on... 


PANDEMICS! 
TERRORISTS! 
CLIMATE CRISIS), a 
AUJEN jeatie') 
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“Do we have to come back here Mummy? [fr a 
| thought you said they shortchanged us last 
time?” says John. 
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Letters 


ANOTHER COUNTRY 

I'ma fan of Jonathan Meades, but his piece 
on Welsh and Wales was a nasty mix of 
cliché, minority-bashing, cultural 
snobbery and factual inaccuracy. He 
knows neither the country nor anything of 
the past and present life of the Welsh 
language. He doesn’t know who speaks it, 
where, how long it has existed, or its 
historic tenacity against... well, people like 
him: English supremacists triggered by the 
fear of another language within earshot in 
“their” country. 

Meades mentions his opposition to 
Brexit and the parochial mentalities that 
led to it. On the showing of this article, he 
shares rather more than he thinks with the 
Little Englanders, the atavists and the 
xenophobes he claims to despise. | don’t 
recall reading that in his hugely enjoyable 
Encyclopaedia of Myself. Maybe he'll 
update it for the next edition. 

Patrick McGuinness (Professor of French 
and Comparative Literature) 
ST ANNE'S COLLEGE, OXFORD 


THE SECOND SEX 

I was very pleased to read Daisy Dunn’s 
article [“TITE UNNATURAL HERSTORY 
MUSEUM,” FEB| on women’s-history-only 
museums, She approaches the subject, 
and the issues with contemporary 
feminism, with admirable clarity. 

If “herstory” museums are to open, this 
only permits the greater eradication of 
women from more traditional museum 
spaces. | agree with Dunn that in acknowl- 
edging that women’s history matters, these 
curators and museums have unwittingly 
side-lined it. But there is another point to 
be made — surely these new museums will 
not be as well-funded as their “male” 
precursors? It is galling to think of women’s 
history being litle more than a poorer 
cousin to more-established museums. 

Liz Brooke 
EDINBURGH 


LITTLE BETTER THAN U 

I greatly enjoyed ‘Ihe Secret Author's tirade 
against the lack of bourgeois life in 
contemporary literary fiction [“WHY 
MODERN NOVELS ARE SO BORING”, FEB]. 


/ 
/ 


/ 
e Beth ce 
} Sp. ¢ 


Perch 


“I can only commit to giving you 
my divided intention” 


[ fear we are unlikely to see anything as 
brilliant as Alan Hollinghurst’s wonderful 
The Line of Beauty (2004) in the crop of 
novels published this year. Indeed, I doubt 
such a book would even be published now. 
Is there something to be said for literary 
depictions of aristocratic life? The Patrick 
Melrose novels do not succeed because 
they conform to middle-class mores, and 
gothic literature of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries does not get its flair 
from well-lived lives in suburban villas. 
Itis true that the likes of Jane Austen and 
Wilkie Collins continually explore the 


tensions between the bourgeoisie and the 
aristocracy, and their plots are driven by 
middle-class mobility. But, one has to 
recognise that no small part of their drama 
derives purely from castles, titles, and 
rakish younger sons of dukes and viscounts. 
William Prior 

LONDON 


LACKING COMMON SENSE 
Robert Crowcroft’s article [“OUR ENEMIES 
BRING OUR FRIENDS CLOSER,” FEB| about 
the importance of recognising China as a 
determined enemy of the liberal democra- 
cies gets off to a shaky start by quoting the 
unrepentant Nazi legal theorist, Carl 
Schmitt. 

He then compounds his folly with 
reference to “another clever extremist, 
Lenin’, before conceding that distinguish- 
ing between political friends and enemies 
is “a very old way of thinking” going back 
at least as far as Plato. 

This does not deter Dr Crowcroft from 
then suggesting that any application of this | 
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timeless principle requires a “Schmittian 
lens” and that “Schmitt's insight has 
retained its potency’: 

Ifthe same point could have been drawn 
just as easily from numerous other extant 
writers from down the ages, then why 
undermine your own position by quoting 
with approval from a persistent devotee of 
totalitarian dictatorship, who is currently a 
popular point of reference within the 
Chinese Communist Party? 

One more edifying alternative can be 
found in Halford Mackinder’s famous 
lecture “The Geographical Pivot of 
History’; published in The Geographical 
Journal in 1904, where a similar point is 
made with memorable elegance and style: 

A repellent personality performs a valuable 

social function in uniting his enemies, and 

it was under the pressure of external barba- 

rism that Europe achieved her civilization. 1 

ask you, therefore, for a moment to look 

upon Europe and European history as sub- 
ordinate to Asia and Asiatic history, for Eu- 
ropean civilization is, in a very real sense, 
the outcome of the secular struggle against 
Asiatic invasion. 


\f Halford Mackinder is simply too passé 
and predictable for a Senior Lecturer in 
History at the University of Kdinburgh, 
then there is always the characteristically 
esoteric example of the late Bernard Lewis, 
who quoted the Andalusian moralist Ibn 
Hazm of Cordoba to similar effect in 
articles published as far apart in time as 
1968 and 2001. 

Either way, it would set a good example 
to recognise Carl Schmitt as an inveterate 
enemy of liberal democracy and Halford 
Mackinder as an old friend. 

Daniel Bamford 
DERBY 


DOWN ON BROWN 

Although he insists that he is “not by 
inclination a hagiographer’ isn’t Irwin 
Stelzer a little too generous in his praise for 
Gordon Brown’s role in “the international 
financial crisis” [“THE LEFTIST WHO SAVED 
BRITAIN,” FEB]? Wasn't it Brown’s “light 
touch regulation” that helped in setting 

the scene for the crisis in the first place? 
Harry Harmer 

SHREWSBURY, SHROPSHIRE 
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JOSHUA ROZENBERG 


It’s time to make the office 
of attorney general anon- 
political public appointment 


HE BBC, perhaps unusually 
these days, wants to broad- 
cast a story that the govern- 
ment believes would be 
damaging to national 
security. According to the Daily Telegraph, 
which was briefed by a government source, 
the broadcaster wants to identify a “spy” 
working overseas. That would involve “a 
risk to people’s lives” the source added. 

In response, the BBC insists it “would 
not pursue any story unless it was felt it 
was overwhelmingly in the public interest 
to do so and fully in line with the BBC’s 
editorial standards and values” 

But that is all it can say. By the time the 
Telegraph story appeared on 21 January, 
the government had issued High Court 
Proceedings alleging breach of confidence 
and breaches of the spy’s human rights. At 
a two-day hearing planned for the 
beginning of March, a judge will decide 
whether the current order preventing 
publication of the story should remain in 
force until the case can be argued in full. 

How, though, did the government know 
that the BBC was planning to make 
disclosures that, as alleged in its claim 
form, would “create a real and immediate 
risk to the life, safety and private life of” an 
unnamed individual? Court papers 
disclose that information about the story 
was included in a letter from the BBC to 
the Home Office, dated 6 December 2021 
and headed “to whom it may concern” 


THIS IS MORE THAN alittle curious. 
Reporters would not have asked the 
Home Office about overseas intelli- 
gence operations. Might this have 
something to do with the system 
of self-censorship that used to be 
known as the D-notice system? 
Under the reformed arrange- 
ments, the government has 
published a notice 
covering the security and 
intelligence agencies. 


You can’t ride two horses 


Before disclosing material 
that might identify people 
who work for them, editors 
are asked to seek advice from 
the secretary of what's now 
called the Defence and 
Security Media Advisory ) 
committee. A retired army 
brigadier, the secretary is 
based at the Ministry of 
Defence. His name is 
published and so is his email 


case where she is acting independently as 
guardian of the public interest, as for 
example when she brings contempt of 
court proceedings or refers a sentence to 
the Court of Appeal that she thinks is 
“unduly lenient” 

Atleast, that’s how she is meant to 
handle these referrals. In 2020, Braverman 
staked her personal reputation on getting 
higher sentences for two youths convicted 
of an appalling manslaughter. The judge 
should not have followed established 
sentencing guidelines, she argued. The 
Court of Appeal disagreed. As the judges 
noted scathingly, hers had been an 
“unusual submission” 

In a column for The Critic towards the 
end of 2020, I discussed the difficulties 
of finding experienced lawyers in 
parliament who could take quasi- 
judicial decisions and give 
ministers disinterested legal 

advice. 


WHEN I FIRST started interviewing 
the law officers, they worked from 
“chambers” in the law courts 
— symbolically distant from 
Whitehall, When that 
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became impracticable, they 
were moved between tiny 
offices in Buckingham Gate, 
Victoria Street and Dean’s 
Yard. Now, they have a corner 
of the Ministry of Justice 
monolith. 

To preserve their inde- 

__ pendence, attorneys general 
are not made members of the 
cabinet -- although they now 

{ attend all its meetings “by 


address. He is not part of the : invitation”: That subtle distinc- 
Home Office. Braverman tion is lost on Braverman. 
said she was “The way I see itis that I 
THE CLAIM AGAINST the «6 ” am a member of the cabinet 
BBC was brought by the notaware and I subscribe to collective 
Crown — which in this of concerns responsibility)’ she told 
context means the govern- the AG’s role the Commons justice 
ment — “in the Heme of HM had become committee bluntly in January. 
attorney general” For these eo aee But how could she accept 
purposes, Suella Braverman politicised responsibility for a decision 
QC MB, the current attorney that she had advised 
general, is the government. This is not a ministers was unlawful? 


AND WHY IS BRAVERMAN the first 
attorney in 750 years to employ a special 
adviser of her own? “I am involved in some 
of the big issues the government are 
grappling with,’ Braverman told MPs. 
“They are inherently political and having 
an adviser who can bring the political 
dimension is very helpful.” 

An example is Braverman’s responsibili- 
ty for forthcoming legislation to amend or 
repeal so-called retained EU law. This led 
to a reportedly fractious meeting at the end 
of January with ministers from the UK’s 
devolved administrations. Braverman told 
the justice committee she was “not aware” 
of concerns that the attorney's role had 
become politicised during her time in 
office. She certainly is now. 

In my view, we can no longer expect a 
politician to ride two unruly horses in 
diverging directions. It is time to make the 
attorney general a non-political public 
office, combining it perhaps with the post 
of procurator general. That’s held by the 
civil servant who heads what's now called 
the Government Legal Profession. 

Then Braverman can be as political as 
she likes. @ 


» LBD 
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It’s awrap 


LIsA 
WILTON 


Newcastle but I was dying to review it. Dinner 
was wonderful but perhaps not quite so 


THERMAL TIGHTS, THERMAL LEGGINGS, 
thermal socks, two thermal jerseys, trousers, cashmere 
pullover, overcoat, gloves, scarf: standard working outfit for a 
day’s filming in central London. The BBC's budgets are so 
minute that anything which can be shot out of doors will be, 
hence all those frames of historians wandering moodily round 
St James’s Park. I’ve spent more 
time shivering in the streets of 
Whitehall than the wraith of 
Boris Johnson’s conscience. The 
crew get to wear full polar gear, 
but appearing on camera 
requires one to look moderately 
normal — which is not so easy 
when the “wardrobe” is the wing 
mirror of the kit van. Slapping on 
foundation at 6am with the 
temperature around zero is like 
trying to make up a crisp packet. Still, it was wonderful to 
freeze without a mask, still mandatory everywhere in Italy. 


” 


Arriving in town from semi-locked-down Venice 
always leaves me feeling like the dowdiest and 
most timid of country mice. It takes afew days 
to get used to being in a city where anything 
much happens after 6pm. Tellingly, the biggest 
thrill is always my first almond matcha latte in 
the Land of Cockayne which is Pret a Manger. 
The choice! The variety of nutritious 
international options! Paying with contactless! 


@¢€¢ 
I NEVER THOUGHT I COULD get so excited about a “Roots 
and Fruits” smoothie until I moved to a place where green 


of © (PRODUCE aratt 


juice is a rumour from Milano. Dining at Brutto, Russell 
Norman’s latest restaurant in Clerkenwell was a bit coals-to- 


exciting as a wander round the aisles of 
Waitrose. Brits have such a reverent attitude to Italian food, 
but every time I’m in England I’m struck by the quality and 
variety of the produce which is taken for granted here. 
Culinary purity has its strengths, but for me a visit to London 
means scoffing as much Vietnamese, T hai, Korean, Lebanese 
and so marvellously on as the thermal leggings will allow. 


The power grotto 


A TOTALLY SPOILING EVENING at Robin Birley’s 5 Hertford 
Street was another reminder of just how civilised London can 
be. ‘The club’s top-floor restaurant is a nereid’s grotto of 
swirling colours and softly gleaming lamps (old-school flattery 
for the complexion, I'll take it). ’m old enough to mind when a 
waiter addresses the table as “you guys’, so the impeccable 
service and ambrosial food couldn’t have been finer balm to 
my chilly orange-streaked soul. | couldn’t possibly say who 
else was there, but Hertford Street is definitely still the centre 
of the capital’s power-broking. 


HE HOGARTH 

EXHIBITION at Tate 

Britain is a fantastic 
show, expansive, observant and 
ingenious, not least because it 
re-contextualises the work of this 
most British of artists within the 
wider European practices of his 
contemporaries. Seeing his 
pictures against Chardin’s 
still-lives for example made them 
: freshly alive, emphasising the 
technical flair so often neglected within the intense narrative 
qualities of the paintings. 

‘The labelling of the show is however utterly infuriating. 
From the introductory explanation that “These Enlightenment 
ideas were mainly produced by, and benefited, White men 
from the upper and middle classes” to the positively cretinous 
misinterpretation of the Before and After duo, the notes 
suggest that the only purpose of looking at a work of art is its 
dour dissection for signs of racism, colonialism or sexism, 
which seems to have led to a wilful blindness when it comes to 
actually looking at the pictures. 

The triple-crowned figure in the left corner of the Bedlam 
scene in The Rake’s Progress is emphatically not “a crazed 
Britannia’ il’s the Pope, holding a crozier, nota trident. 


Wy 
' 
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ILLUSTRATIONS BY JOHN MONTGOMERY 


Hogarth does convey explicit prejudice, but it’s anti-Catholic 
and anti-Jacobite, neither of which was mentioned, let alone 
explained. The narrowness and historical provincialism of the 
labels tells us very little about Hogarth and far too much about 
a joyless judgmentalism which can apparently only assess art 


in terms of abuse. 


Rich tea 


I HUFFED OFF to The 
Traveller’s Club for tea with 

the conductor James Ross, ¥ 
whose recent projects in Turkey 
have done more to 
recontextualise canonical art than 
any amount of screeching on Twitter. 

For the last three years, Dr Ross has been organising 
concerts for the Buyukada Ensemble on the eponymous 
island in the Sea of Marmara, bringing together young 
musicians from Turkey, London and Hamburg to perform 
works by Debussy and Schoenberg amongst others. Dr Ross is 
passionate about the potential of classical music for achieving 
soft diplomacy and the sell-out audiences on Buyukada, many 
of whom have never attended a classical concert, seem to 
agree, We drank our Earl Grey under the club’s magnificent 
Venetian Swordsman painting and counted up its Arabic, 
Byzantine, Ottoman and Christian references — cultural 
appropriation at its finest. 

&$¢6 
HE HOPE THEATRE IN ISLINGTON was staging 
Wally Sewell’s sly, surreal two-hander, Power 
Luncheon, dramatizing three wartime encounters 
between Winston Churchill and George VI. Peter Saracen 
as a cringing Cockney king was as striking as Edmund Dehn’s 
stentorian Churchill was convincing (though I did wonder 
if the great man would really have sported a ready-made 
bow tie). 

Perhaps it’s more obvious to a visitor, but England's 
continued obsession with the Second World War strikes an 
odd note in contemporary London. It was a fine play, but it 
didn’t illuminate much that after The Crown and Gary Oldman 
ina fat suit we didn’t already know, and the subject seemed so | 
entirely disconnected from the realities of the living city. 

In the words of my colleague Andrew Roberts, “the 
Second World War is simply the most fascinating thing that 
happened in the twentieth century’ but what does it say about 
British culture at present that it has to endlessly rehearse a 
sense of unity, identity and pride which cohered more than 
70 years ago? © 
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THE DIARY OF DILYN THE DOG 


@ "See if that wallpaper will come off, it’s worth 
a thousand quid a yard!” Cazza is shouting to 
Nimco. The flat is full of open suitcases. That usually 
means wine time and then a lot of loud singing, but 
instead of taking bottles out, Cazza is putting things 
in the cases. 

“Apparently those candlesticks belonged to 
someone old called Pitt,” she says. “Put them in the 
Sotheby's case.” 

In the next room, Bozza is putting pieces of paper 
into the fire and shouting into his phone: “What do 
you mean, ‘stored in the cloud’? Speak English! 

'm not Alan Turing! Well where are these servers? 
California? Can the SAS go to California? You're all 
useless!” 

He stamps back through to Cazza. “What's the 
point of having a burner phone if the messages 
don’t delete when | burn it? It’s not burning anyway, 
it’s just melting a bit and making the place stink 
worse than the bloody dog does.” 

“Bozza,” says Cazza, using her mess-on-the carpet 
voice, “you don’t actually burn ... | thought you’d had 

| bat AA technology lessons.” 
aray “Don’t start that again. 
: Any word from Zac?” 

“Yeah. He says of 
course he’s good for the 
fines, anything up to 20 
grand we can just take 
from the drawer in his 
desk, as per. Did you go 
through the books in the 
Cabinet Room?" 

“Yes. There's a first 
edition Disraeli that | think we can shift on eBay. But 
Case has his eye on me after he caught me trying to 
unscrew the Lowry on the stairs.” 

“Speaking of eBay, | had a weird message on there 
the other day after | listed those box sets of 24 that 
Dave and Sam left behind. Somebody called Viad_ 
Klebb1917 said he collects official documents and 
asked if we had any lying around.” 

“| suppose | could see what's in those red boxes 
the office keeps putting outside the door” 

lam already creeping out. | know my duty, and | 
shall chew my way through those papers if it takes me 
all morning. Sometimes, a dog has to do what a dog 
has to do.@ 


As told to Robert Hutton 
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ourting disaster 
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David 
Starkey 


What really 
gets Sue 
Gray’s goat 
is that there 
| isno black 
and white 
between 
public and 
private 

or business 
and pleasure | 


“I THINK THE PROBLEM IS Boris is running a 
modern government like a medieval court,’ de- 
clared Andrew Mitchell MP in the wake of the pub- 
lication of Sue Gray’s eviscerated report. Instead, 
he continued, “You need to rule and govern 
through the structures, through Whitehall, through 
the Cabinet and National Security Council” 

Setting aside the yah-boo word “medieval’, 
Mitchell’s description of the Johnson regime as a 
“court” is accurate, even perceptive. But his cri- 
tique gets things precisely the wrong way round. It 
is the “court” aspects of Johnson’s government 
which have delivered its few notable successes and 
Mitchell’s much-vaunted formal governmental 
“structures” which have produced its long cata- 
logue of disasters. 


LET’S BEGIN WITH THE DESCRIPTION. In my 
article for the July issue of The Critic, I said that we 
needed radically to revise our understanding of the 
premiership. The prime minister was a monarch, I 
argued, Downing Street a palace 
and its inhabitants a court. Now, 
on cue, the revelations of “Par- 
tygate’ even in Gray’s bowdlerised 
account, offer the incontrovertible 
documentary proof, 

The essence, the fundamental 
guiding principle of a court, is the . 
controlling of access to the monarch. ‘The modern 
“verge of court” is the Downing Street security 
gates. Ornate and misleadingly traditional, the 
gates were a hugely contentious innovation of the 
reign of that great queen bee, Margaret ‘Thatcher. 

Outside the gates, on the Whitehall side, there is 
the scrum of tourists, demonstrators, journalists, 
photographers, camera crew and other riff-raff; in- 
side the gates, on the Downing Street side, there is 
the primrose path to the paradise of power, other- 
wise known as the door of Number 10. 

Inside and outside: it’s as clear as the division 
between Heaven and Hell. And the passage from 
the one to the other is as jealously guarded by the 
modern Cerberus of the Downing Street police. 
Just as it once was by the Tudor porters of the Hol- 
bein Gate of Henry VIII's Whitehall Palace, which 
stood on almost the same spot. 


THE MERE RIGHT to come and go through these 
gates produces an intoxicating sense of privilege, 
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as Mitchell himselfillustrates. He, it will be remem- 
bered (though he would much rather that it were 
not), wrecked his career in an altercation with 
these self-same porter-police. 

They dared to order him, doubly-entitled as 
both a cabinet minister and a cyclist, to dismount 
and go through the pedestrian gate. He demanded 
to have the main gates opened so that he could sail 
through on his bike. And when the police refused, 
he directed a stream of foulmouthed and, still 
worse, snobbish abuse at them. 

“Best you learn your fucking place,’ he ranted ac- 

cording to the official police log. “You don’t run this 

fucking government ... You're fucking plebs.’ 

“Plebs” Courtier-speak for us, the people out- 
side the gates. 


BUT ONCE INSIDE THE GATES all such clarity dis- 
appears. Thus Mitchell — despite his preening — 
was, as a cabinet minister, only an occasional cour- 
tiet. The cabinet is part of the formal “structure” of 
government. But it meets in the 
heart of Downing Street in the 
handsome, pillared Cabinet Room 
which overlooks the Prime Minis- 
ter’s garden, 

Next, however, to the Cabinet 
Room the real arcana imperii be- 
: gins with the Prime Minister's 
Meeting Room and, beyond that, the Political Of- 
fice, while below, in the Garden Room, is the 
Downing Street typing pool. Which is why, on 19 
June 2020, the Cabinet Room, which in the twenti- 
eth century had twice witnessed Britain’s decision 
to declare war on Germany, was the scene of Bo- 
ris’s impromptu birthday party. 

Carrie Johnson, the prime minister’s wife, aided 
by Lulu Lyde, his interior designer, presented him 
with a cake while the assembled staff sang “Happy 
Birthday” and ate M&S nibbles. It was 2pm, which 
is perhaps why there appears to be no record of 
what or how much was drunk. 

It’s easy to murmur disparagingly about history 
repeating itself first as tragedy and then as farce. 
But on 4 August 1914, as Britain's ultimatum to 
Germany expired, the then prime minister’s wife, 
Margot Asquith (having first checked that their 
children were asleep) also joined her husband and 
his inner circle in the Cabinet Room. “When the 
last beat of midnight struck,’ she wrote, “it was as 
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silent as dawn. We were at war” On her way back 


upstairs she saw Winston Churchill, on cue and 
with “a happy face’ striding towards the double 
doors of the Cabinet Room. 

‘The times were different. But there was the same 
porous border between public and private. The 
same prominent role for a forceful and politically 
aware prime minister's wife. The same joyful zest, 
on Churchill's part at least, for a crisis that would 
cost proportionately at least ten times as many lives 
as Covid, and from among the young and fit. The 
same, if not greater, consumption of alcohol: 
Churchill, who could take his drink, did — and in 
prodigious quantities; while Asquith, masterful in 
peace but increasingly out of his depth in war, more 
and more lived down to his nickname of Squiffy. 


SO ALL PAR FOR THE COURSE, Or rather for a 
court. But not for Sue Gray, despite the fact that her 
CV includes a stint as a pub landlady herself. In- 
stead, her report approaches the goings-on at Bo- 
ris’s Number 10 with the purse-lipped incompre- 
hension of a Victorian missionary confronting a 
tribe of phallus-worshipping savages. 

The boozing is bad of course. But what really 
gets Gray’s goat is that everything is, well, grey. 
There is no black and white, no neat division be- 
tween public and private or business and pleasure. 
She gets into a tizzy about the Number 10 garden 
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“Inside the gates, 
onthe Downing Street 
side, thereisthe 
primrose path to the 
paradise of power, 
otherwise knownas 
the doorofNumber 10” 
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and despairs about the Number 10 flat. 

‘The result is that she impales herself on a series 
of absurd definitional dilemmas. When is a party 
not a party but a work event when what we are told 
are work events take place in the Downing Street 
garden over wine, cheese and nibbles and with Car- 
rie in attendance? And when is an event after-hours 
{and therefore a party) when there are no fixed 
hours and people work (and party) every hour God 
sends? This is the stuff, not of a Civil Service report 
and still less of a Metropolitan Police investigation, 
but of a medieval disputation or a Victorian debate 
about the classification of Lepidoptera. 


THE ABSURDITY ARISES FROM Gray’s wilful re- 
fusal to see that Number 10, as a court, is now more- 
or-less sui generis. Both the fact thatitis and thatwe 
find it so hard to understand are products of the 
Victorian revolution in working practices. Before 
the Victorians, most work took place in the home 
(as at Number 10) and what didn’t was in the mines 
and the fields. Itwas steam power that moved man- 
ual labour into factories and the telephone, type- 
writer and card index that shifted clerical workers 
into industrially-scaled office buildings. 

This led to the modern distinction between 
workplace and home on which the Covid regula- 
tions were based. Which is why, of course, they fit 
Number 10 so ill. The Victorian revolution in work- 
ing practices combined with the Victorian Empire 
also produced Mitchell’s “structure” of govern- 
ment and led to the building of the colossal Victo- 
rian and Edwardian palazzi lining Whitehall to ac- 
commodate its burgeoning bureaucracy. 

But the palazzi are now emptying and being 
sold off for luxury hotels. For the microchip, hugely 
accelerated by Covid, is bringing about another 
revolution as WFH breaks down — for the profes- 
sional classes at least — the frontier between work 
and home which the Victorians built up. 

With this new fluidity, the court of Number 10 
suddenly looks like a harbinger of the future rather 
than a survival of the past. And, even afloat on its 
sea of alcohol, its informality gave us the triumph 
of the vaccine programme, whereas the calcified 
“structure” of Public Health England delivered the 
catastrophe of Test and Trace. 

Perhaps Boris should have tried explaining a bit 
of this at PMQs rather than blethering disgracefully 
about Jimmy Savile.@ 


ii 


THE MASK OF 


AUTHORITY 


All of us, not just the hypocritical 
politicians, need to answer hard 
questions about the decisions we 
made during the pandemic 


WHAT WERE YOU DOING ON 20 MAY 20207 I bet you've 
thought about it at some point since the news broke of the 
Downing Street garden party held then, and attended, notori- 
ously, by the Prime Minister (he says for “just 25 minutes”). 
‘Those of us who keep a diary have been able to smugly lick a 
fingertip and leaf back to find out exactly what 
we were doing on that date. Which means I can 
now confidently report that on that fateful 
evening I was doing ... nothing. In fact, my diary 
entry for that day reads only “Sick of lockdown” 

But there are many more people for whom 20 
May 2020 was a far more important date. In the 
weeks following the revelations about the gar- 
den party — and as the public came to learn of 
many more non-compliant parties held at 
Downing Street during the same period — me- 
dia outlets were filled with 20 May recollections. 

I typically spend much of my time listening 
with my nine-month-old to phone-in radio, so [ 
heard a lot of these stories. Most callers described boredom, 
loneliness, and fear. Others offered acutely painful accounts of 
the final lonely days of loved ones whose deaths went unwit- 
nessed, or who were forced to speak their last words to family 
members via Zoom. The news that the Prime Minister was host- 
ing a party as these people suffered was, of course, met with rage 
by these callers — and rightly so. 

‘The Labour Party communications team —- presumably keen 
to tighten the screws on a government in crisis — published one 
of these recollections in a tweet written in recognition of “the 
personal sacrifices made by millions of people during this pan- 
demic” “Jenny” a nurse working for the NHS, described her ex- 
periences on 20th May: 

I spent hours on the phone to a man who was in the hospital car 

park, utterly desperate to see his wife. He begged, wept, shouted to 

be let in, but we said no — for the greater good of everyone else. She 

died unexpectedly and alone, as the Government had a party. 


» NHS nurse 


‘This account really took my breath away. But not, I think, for 
the reasons the Labour communications team intended. I found 
it grotesque in every detail — the act, the recollection of the act, 


and Labour’s decision to publicise it. And I fail to understand 
how anyone could feel otherwise. 

If [had behaved as Jenny did, I would have taken my recollec- 
tion to the grave. To bar a man from seeing his dying wife, and for 
her to dic alone as aconsequence, is a terrible thing to have done, 
and not an example of “personal sacrifice” at all, since this was 
suffering forced upen a couple who had no choice in the matter. 

Some will say that Jenny had no choice either: that she was 
following guidance imposed by her superiors, who in their turn 
were following guidance written by the people who on 20 May 
were drinking rosé in the Downing Street garden. We are all now 
agreed, no doubt, that this was an inexcusable act ofhypocrisy on 
the part of these senior government officials, including the Prime 
Minister. Heads must roll and, at the time of writ- 
ing, are starting to. 

But does that let the likes of “Jenny” off the 
hook? Or indeed the Labour Party, who support- 
ed the Tory government's measures that led to so 
many sad and solitary deaths? We are going to 
have to reckon with this question as the pan- 
demic comes to an end. 

We have vaccinated most of the country, the 
Omicron wave has passed — having proven to 
be mild — and the remaining restrictions are be- 
ing lifted. Soon this period of our nation’s history 
will be nothing more than a memory — and, im- 
portantly, a politically contested one. It is essen- 
tial we remember honestly what the Jennys did if we're to stop 
them from doing it again. 


What we wanted to do 


PEOPLE TEND TO BE BAD AT ACCURATELY remembering 
political events. Pollsters refer to this phenomenon as “false re- 
call’ Ask a set of respondents how they voted at the last election, 
and you will not get an answer that lines up with the actual results, 
no matter how well you weigh the sample. ‘[his is because some 
portion of those respondents will have forgotten how they voted. 

I'm often guilty of this, since I sometimes vote tactically, and 
so tend to forget whether I voted for my true first choice at the 
last election, or for the candidate I thought was more likely to 
win in my constituency. Other respondents give the party they 
currently support, rather than the party they actually voted for. 
Still more will claim that they voted for the winning party, forget- 
ting that they actually backed the loser. 

It’s this latter phenomenon that is most relevant to the politi- 
cal legacy of the pandemic, and it’s one that we should remain 
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vigilant against, because the “Jenny” tweet reveals the narrative 
that could so easily become the story we tell ourselves about the 
pandemic. 

This deeply objectionable fable goes something like this: “we 
were all frightened out of our wits, we all obeyed the rules, we all 
did what we were told by Downing Street, and goddamn them 
for taking us all for fools.” 

‘This narrative may prove tempting for Labour, and is one they 
are already gesturing towards. “Lockdowns come at enormous 
cost to people’s lives and health, and the country’s economy; 
Keir Starmer wrote on 14 January in the wake of the Downing 
Street garden party revelations. “Being forced into a hokey-cok- 
ey of restrictions will only do more harm in the long term” 

What the leader of the Opposition says is true. Lockdowns are 
terribly costly, both economically and in terms of the ruinous 
effect they have on the nation’s health and wellbeing. ‘This fact 
was pointed out again and again, and throughout the pandemic, 
by those who have consistently been sceptical of the net benefit 
of repeated lockdowns. Yet Sir Keir not only supported every 
lockdown measure, but also regularly pushed for harder and 


more sweeping restrictions than the government was willing to | 


impose. And the people who opposed these measures were 
widely dismissed as cranks and loons. “Bug chasers” was a pop- 
ular slur that sticks in the mind. 

Itis still too soon to sayif the “bug chasers’ will be vindicated, 
data-wise. Ten or 20 years from now, research will presumably 
reveal whether it was the lockdown-averse Swedish or the lock- 
down-happy New Zealanders who made the right call. 

But the garden party revelations do show us one thing. As 
staunch lockdown proponent Piers Morgan puts it: “The worst 
thing about all these illicit Downing Street parties is they will 
make Covid sceptics and anti-lockdowners feel vindicated in 
their suspicions that the virus was never that dangerous or why 
would the people running the country all be ignoring the rules 
so brazenly?” 

The point is succinctly expressed, even if I disagree with Mor- 
gan’s assessment of “the worst thing” about the party revelations 
(I'd say that people dying alone was probably a fair bit worse). 
The parties show us these senior people were not personally 
afraid of the virus, even as they were encouraging us to be afraid. 
That includes Keir Starmet, who was photographed sharing a 
beer with campaign workers in Durham in Spring 2021, in an 
arguable breach of the regulations - in spirit, at least. 

No one should doubt how adroitly the government and its 
media supporters were able to encourage fear. Those supporting 
that work include the Labour leader, from his own harmless can 
of beer, to his much more baleful egging on of the government. 


Risk takers not taking risks 


TO GO BY THEIR BEHAVIOUR, it's clear senior politicians 
didn’t think that the virus was “that dangerous” at least for them. 
This isn’t a typical case of “do asI say, not as I do” — hardly unu- 
sual among politicians — where the little people are told not to 
do something the adults privately can. Instead, politicians told 
the public something they clearly didn’t believe to be true: that 
the rules were in place for our own good, to protect us. 

No wonder the public are so angry. But the exact quality of 
that anger is going to depend on our own personal experiences 
of lackdown, and our own personal responses to the rules. Here 
I suggest we can be divided roughly into two groups. 

Let's call the first group “the obedient’ These were the people 
who were profoundly frightened — of the law, of the disease, or 
both. They carefully observed every rule, and sometimes went 
further than asked. 

We all heard stories on the grapevine of people whose obedi- 
ence had become seriously dysfunctional: the middle-aged lady 
who refused to touch her post or talk to anyone except through a 
closed window; another older lady who forced her husband to 
strip down in the garden and disinfect his clothes every time he 
returned from the shops. 

Sometimes there was mental illness at play. At other times, an 
authoritarian streak announced itself in the form of curtain 
twitching. Many more obedient people just followed the rules 
because they thought it was the right thing to do, and they trust- 


THE critic 15 mar 2022 


By 20 May 
2020, end-of- 
life visits were 
permitted, 


ed the government to advise them correctly. The 
Telegraph’s Allison Pearson recalled her own 
20th May experience, after the garden party sto- 
ry broke: 
On May 20, 2020, as my calendar reminds me, I did as 
I was finally allowed to do. I dashed through the rain 
to a park where [ saw my friend Lou for the first time 
in two months. Gosh, we wanted to hug each other so 
badly. Instead, we stood ‘at least two metres apart’ 
and opened ow arms wide in an imaginary embrace, grinning like 
idiots. 
Actually, we were idiots, We know that now. Complete and utter 
fools. How stupid to feel so anxious that we might have misunder- 
stood the rules and were doing something wrong (but we did). 


Many of the obedient will now feel humiliated, just as Pear- 
son describes. Some will translate this humiliation into fury at 
the government. But they are unlikely to feel as furious as the 
second group of people, who I will call “the obstructed” It didn’t 
matter what the obstructed thought about the disease or the re- 
strictions. They were forced into obedience by institutions. The 
story recounted by “Jenny” features a man obstructed in just 
such a way, and trying with all his might to resist, but many of the 
people belonging to the obstructed group were not physically 
capable of resisting. 

1m thinking in particular of the nearly half a million UK care 
home residents who were prevented from seeing their loved 
ones. Do you remember those “heartwarming” news stories, pe- 
riodically shared during the later stages of the pandemic, featur- 
ing an elderly couple being reunited following forced separation 
as a result of care home restrictions? 

We were supposed to coo at the sight of these broken people 
finally released from their imprisonment, but I wanted to retch. 
The average care home resident lives for less than two years. The 
lockdowns robbed these people of joy and companionship in 
order to stretch out their lives by a matter of months, and they 


albeit at the 
discretion of 
care facilities 


were never asked if that was what they wanted. 

And here’s something we must not forget in 
future years, when the historical narrative 
around this pandemic is being shaped. Some- 
times these obstructions were imposed by peo- 
ple who had little choice, since they were fright- 
ened of their superiors, or faced a credible threat 
of police action. But, at other times, the obstruct- 
ed were oppressed by petty tyrants who were cruel in all sorts of 
pointless, miserable ways. 


Grab the wagging fingers 


oT 


JENNY’S HOSPITAL WASN'T ACTUALLY REQUIRED by 
law to keep visitors away. What the Labour Party tweet failed to 
mention is that by 20 May 2020 end-of-life visits were permitted, 
albeit at the discretion of hospitals or other care facilities. NHS 
guidance dated 13 May 2020 detailed the practical steps that 
ought to be taken to minimise the risk of infection, but made 
clear that the dying have a right “to see their loved ones and/or 
to receive religious support” 

Which is why my diary tells me 1 visited my great uncle at his 
care home on 4th June 2020, two weeks after the Downing Street 
garden party, and not long before he died. My father and I were 
asked to take every reasonable precaution: we wore full PPE, 
were led round to the back entrance to avoid passing through 
the building, and we were told not to touch anything, or to get 
within two metres of anyone. We did all of that, and gratefully, 
because we understood the necessity of the precautions, but we 
also needed to say goodbye. 

The last I heard, my great uncle’s care home had managed to 
protect all its residents from Covid, while also protecting their 
humanity. At no stage did a “Jenny” figure bar the doors. It isn’t 
true that, during those weeks in 2020, dying people were legally 
required to be separated from their loved ones. And it isn’t true 
that everyone behaved as she did. While most of us belonged to 
the obstructed class in one way or another — and with more or 
less devastating consequences, depending on our circumstanc- 
es — not everyone belonged to the obedient class. 

The people who did bad or silly things in the service of lock- 
down may struggle to reconcile themselves to this truth, in the 
same way that the people who supported the Iraq War were 
squeamish, in later years, about admitting to it. In 2003, poll af- 
ter poll showed that a majority of the British public thought that 
invading Iraq was the right thing to do. But, in a further iteration 
of “false recall’, a decade later only 37 per cent remembered hav- 
ing held this view. 

Yes, it is our leaders who are ultimately responsible for their 
errors and their hypocrisies - there is no argument to be had on 
that point. They must take most of the blame, when the history 
comes to be written. But they can’t take the whole of the blame. 
‘There were other sins committed, too, and by other sinners.@ 
Louise Perry is a writer and campaigner against sexual 
violence 
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The battle for academic rigour at the 
home of the Scottish Enlightenment 


Slaves 
to bad 
history 


Ben Sixsmith 


N SEPTEMBER 2020, ADMINISTRATORS at the 

University of Edinburgh decided that David Hume 

Tower should be renamed 40 George Street. 

According to a statement, Hume’s disparaging 

comments about non-white intelligence, “though not 

uncommon at the time, rightly cause distress today” 

‘The affair provided an illuminating insight into 

the atmosphere of the university, and the climate of British 
cultural life. There was no attempt to make an overall 
assessment of the work of one of Britain's most renowned 
philosophers. There was no attempt to place his life and workin 
its proper historical context. A few comments on the outermost 
peripheries of his expansive oeuvre consigned —— 
him to the realms of the unspeakable. 

‘This was one of several incidents in Edinburgh 
which have made the city an extremely vivid case 
of left-wing institutional capture. Any thought or 
deed — historical or contemporary — which 
seems to defy the strict precepts of “social justice” 
demands exclusion, both because of student 
activism and because of academics and 
politicians. 

Take the case of Dr Neil Thin. The respected 
anthropologist was subjected to a campaign of 
furious abuse by anonymous Edinburgh 
University students on the basis of allegedly 
posting “racist” tweets. His crimes? Well, he had 
the startling audacity to post “civilisation is for all” 

You're horrified, I’m sure. Thin also stood 
accused of defending J.K. Rowling from 
accusations of transphobia and arguing that poor 
white people, as well as poor people from other 
ethnic backgrounds, face health inequalities, 

Somewhat more serious accusations — and 
they could hardly be less serious accusations — 
concerned Thin’s actual teaching. Students 
complained that Thin had marked them down for 
their work being “too woman-focused” which 


David Hume 
Tower was 
renamed 
because of the 
philosopher’s 
remarks about 
non-white 
intelligence 


would be unfair only if his comments were not actually true. He 
was also accused of overseeing debates which considered 
“sensitive topics like decolonisation from such a skewed 
western narrative” with “zero sensitivity and respect to personal 
experiences of minority groups”. Were those experiences 
relevant to the debate? Perhaps. But how? 


THE MERE EXISTENCE OF COMPLAINTS was enough for 
BlackED — an anti-racist campaigning group at the university 
— to demand increased “anti-racist, sexist, misogynistic, 
homophobic, transphobic, Islamophobic, and ableist training” 
One student told an Edinburgh student magazine that Thin 
should be “more restricted from the dissertation process” and 
that it “would be ideal if all of his powerpoints and lectures 
were audited, in order to make sure they are appropriate” 

‘The university launched an investigation, despite there 
being no formal complaints, and cleared Thin of allegations of 
wrongdoing. He has not returned to teaching, though, as he has 
not received assurances that his employers will stand behind 
him. They were terribly concerned about charges of bias and 
prejudice, it seems, but are unbothered about baseless 
anonymous attacks on members of their staff. 

This was also evident in 2019 when academics attempted to 
organise a seminar in which different perspectives on sex and 
transgenderism could be explored. At a similar event in 2018, 
the feminist activist, Julie Bindel, had been attacked outside a 
lecture hall. In 2019, LGBT activists objected to the presence of 
Stephanie Davies-Arai, co-founder of the group, Transgender 
Trend, who opposed “sex assignment surgery” for teens. 

The seminar was cancelled, according to Dr 
Shereen Benjamin, senior lecturer in primary 
education, because she feared participants would 
be subjected to abuse. The Staff Pride Network 
Committee, which had refused to participate on 
the grounds that they “would not share a platform 
with speakers who do not accept trans identities 
as valid’; announced that it was “relieved” 

To be fair, it is not clear that they knew why the 
event had been called off. But the subsequent lack 
of interest in fears for the physical safety of 
participants in university events was telling. “We 
need universities to establish and maintain the 
boundaries of acceptable protest from within 
their communities,” Benjamin told the Guardian, 

“And to intervene quickly and decisively if there 
are any attempts at intimidation” 


OTHER EDINBURGH UNIVERSITY ACADEMICS 
feel under threat. Students are intolerant of ideas 
that differ from their own, and management is all 
too willing to “investigate” the pettiest and 
vaguest of complaints. This creates a “chilling 
effect’ according to one academic, leading 
lecturers to treat their students with kid gloves, 
Peter Mathieson, the current principal and 
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vice-chancellor of the university, came to Edinburgh from 
Hong Kong. There, as vice-chancellor and president of the 
University of Hong Kong, he faced criticism for not doing more 
to defend student protestors against the Beijing authorities. 

At least in Hong Kong he was in a difficult position. In 
Edinburgh? Not so much. You would think that if you had been 
dealing with the communists in China, one academic staff 
member at the university told The Critic, dealing with a few far 
leftist students should be simple enough. 

Soon after arriving at the university, in 2018, Mathieson sent 
a doom-laden email to his staff complaining about a decline in 
student satisfaction scores. The onus was very much placed on 
staff members to account for this phenomenon. One can 
imagine how that went down. 

Of course, there are many factors behind student 
dissatisfaction. Rent is high. Lectures are packed. Perhaps the 
fact that these more significant issues are so difficult to address 
has helped to make management more cowardly when it 
comes to dealing with student complaints about course 
materials or the opinions of their staff. Ultimately, The Critic 
was told by the same academic, students are being let down as 
well as lecturers because there is no chance of intellectual 
development without an intellectual challenge. 


HE SHADOWS OF POLITICAL radicalism 
and intellectual intolerance have not only 
been cast over academia in Edinburgh, 
they have swept across the city. In March 
2021, Edinburgh City Council ruled that a 
plaque should sit beside a monument to 
Henry Dundas, the trusted right-hand man 
of Prime Minister William Pitt the Younger, and during the 
French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars the most powerful 
politician in Scotland. 

This was almost a year since the death of George Floyd. As 
BLM protests had spread, British progressives had taken 
inspiration from the toppling of Confederate monuments and 
had tipped Edward Colston into Bristol harbour. Keen to get 
ahead of the game, political and educational authorities had 
been renaming and altering monuments, as in the case of 
David Hume Tower. Dundas, the new plaque claims, was 
“instrumental in deferring the abolition of the Atlantic slave 
trade". The plaque is dedicated “to the memory of the more 
than half-a-million Africans whose enslavement was a 
consequence of Henry Dundas’s actions” 

Academics protested against these bold assertions. “There is 
plenty of evidence,’ wrote Jonathan Hearn, professor of Political 
and Historical Sociology at Edinburgh University, in a January 
2022 Spectator piece: 

... to suggest that Dundas’s gradualist approach to abolition — 

however unsatisfactory it may seem to us in the present day — 

was the only approach which would be politically successful at 
the time, and as a skilled political operator, Dundas was very 
aware of this. 


Hearns also pointed out that Dundas, a lawyer, represented 


Disputed sins of the 
father: graffiti covers 
the statue of Robert 
Dundas, 2nd Viscount 
Melville, on Melville 
Street in Edinburgh. 
Melville was a former 
governor of the Bank 
of Scotland, and 
chancellor of the 
University of St 
Andrews 
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Joseph Knight, a young slave who had escaped from a Scottish 
landowner and was suing for his freedom. Of course, a lawyer’s 
arguments as a lawyer need not reflect his actual beliefs. Still, it 
seems improbable that Dundas could have been a firm 
supporter of slavery and chosen this ofall cases to defend. 

Atesponse came from Professor Sir Geoff Palmer, who has 
been instrumental in reviewing the presentation of buildings, 
streets and monuments across Edinburgh that commemorate 
individuals allegedly associated with slavery and 
discrimination. Palmer, Scotland’s first black professor, is 
heading up an Edinburgh University consultation and an 
Edinburgh City Council review simultaneously. 


IT IS WORTH POINTING OUT THAT PALMER is nota 
historian but an expert in life sciences and a human rights 
activist. That need not preclude one from engaging in historical 
debate, of course, but Palmer seems to have little interest in 
debate. Rather than respond to the points raised by Hearn, he 
took to social media to denounce Hearn’s “racist propaganda” 
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and his “academic racist gang” 

Protest followed but Palmer was unmoved and unrepentant. 
When Sir Tom Devine, emeritus professor at Edinburgh 
University and author of Scotland’s Empire who is widely 
regarded as among Scotland’s foremost historians, called for 
his dismissal from his two review groups, Palmer sneered that 
Devine was making a “racist” demand and again decried the 


“academic racist gang” 

Amid these repetitive slurs, Palmer never 
made an attempt to argue his position. This is a 
man with a powerful influence on the future of 
Scottish cultural life. What does it say about his 
judgment when his response to civil criticism 
from experts in the field that he has ventured into 
is to spray unfounded accusations of racial 
prejudice? 

Edinburgh University’s initial response to the 
attack on its academics’ integrity came in the 
form of a statement in which it acknowledged 
protecting academic freedom with “respecting the right of 
individuals to challenge our community if they think certain 
behaviour impinges on the environment of mutual respect” 
Thus it seemed that Hearn and Devine were fair game and 
could expect to be called out for their insensitivity to the lived 
experience of campaigners unable or unwilling to debate the 
quality of their evidence-based research. 


UNDER PRESSURE FROM SENIOR MEMBERS of his staff, 
Peter Mathieson sent Palmer an email reminding him to speak 
“in a respectful manner” but it seems improbable that Palmer 
will face repercussions when he is being shielded by the SNP’s 
Edinburgh City Council leader, Adam McVey, a man whose 
commitment to virtue signalling is such that his profile photo 
on Twitter is largely obscured by his Covid mask. 

Speaking to The Critic, Devine said that he knew Palmer’s 
insults were libellous. He sought legal advice from a 
distinguished defamation expert whose opinion “was 
conclusive’ Devine will not sue Palmer, though, because his 
charges were so hollow. Nobody has come out to defend them, | 
indeed, but it is striking how few people have been willing to 
speak out against him. 

Devine is withering about Edinburghian iconoclasm. The 
idea that “enslavement was a consequence of Henry Dundas’s 
actions’ as the plaque puts it, is, he says, “nonsensical” He 
points to a forthcoming article in the Scottish Review by 
Professor Angela McCarthy, which argues that the text on the 
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plaque is “absurd, erroneous and 'bad history” and that 
Edinburgh City Council has a “moral duty” to remove it. 
Different opinions might be held on the merits of Dundas’s 
gradualist approach to abolishing the slave trade, Devine states, 
“TBut] the only serious discussion would be, where does the 
Dundas factor rank?” 
‘As far as David Hume is concerned,” meanwhile, “We're 


debating a footnote.” “I don’t know how manytimesIputapen | 
through ... students’ anachronisms” Devine despairs. 


What troubles him more, though, is silence. The silence of 
political and academic elites in response to attacks on 
academic and cultural standards, he says, represents “la 
trahison des clercs” or, more precisely, intellectuals. 

Itis a development that also worries Edinburgh University’s 
former Rector, Iain Macwhirter. “Merely to argue for the 
inclusion of historical fact can now expose academics to 
accusations of racism,” Macwhirter wrote in the 
Scottish newspaper, The Herald, adding that 
“many fellow academics are horrified, but are 
keeping shtum, afraid that they'll be next in the 
stocks". If Mathieson, he added, was not 
prepared to defend his academics from such 
baseless slurs he should stand down as the 
university's principal and vice-chancellor. 

By contrast, the authorities driving the 
witch-hunt against the past and its historians 
have been operating behind the shields of 
anonymity and unaccountability. The names of 
teview group members have not been released. This is 
apparently because they might be subjected to abuse on social 
media (“the irony,’ chuckles Devine, recalling Palmer’s 
aggressiveness). Adam McVey insists: “The work of the 
independent Edinburgh Slavery and Colonialism Legacy 
Review Group has given us an opportunity to have an open and 
honest conversation with ourselves and with our 
communities.” 

An open and honest conversation — when we do not even 
know who is involved in the process except for the man whose 
response to scholarly criticism is to accuse people of being 
racists? We do not knowif there are any genuine historians on 
the Group. Edinburgh City Council's website does, at least, 
reveal that members include “community leaders” The identity 
of these self-appointed tribunes of which communities and the 
basis for their claim to sit in judgment is, seemingly, none of 
our business, 

Is bad history and rhetorical hooliganism to prevail? In 2020, 
“Topple the Racists” activists, promoted by commentators such 
as Owen Jones, had Admiral Nelson, Captain Cook and the 
founder of the Metropolitan Police, Sir Robert Peel in their 
sights. Churchill’s statue was defaced. Iconoclasm, like 
revolution, is a fire that tends to rage beyond what even 
arsonists expect. 

What is absent in all these cases is any kind of mass demand 
for action. Groups of activists, helped by friends in influential 
places, have pushed their agenda through, enabled by the 
silence of the cowed or the complacent. Professor Sir Tom 
Devine admits that it is retirement that has given him the 
chance to speak out without fear of consequences, 

As Devine points out, it was the great Scottish poet Robert 
Burns who celebrated “the man o’ independent mind” It was 
David Hume who said, “It is seldom that liberty of any kind is 
lost all at once.” @ 


Ben Sixsmith is an English writer living in Poland 
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Musical theatre doesn’t have to be frivolous but is writing a show about burns 
victims and the pioneering Guinea Pig Club really “appropriate”? 


Playing with fire 


HEN IT COMES TO THE ARTS, 
sentimentality is generally 
mistrusted but widely enjoyed. 
James Joyce called it “unearned 
emotion’, perhaps echoing 
Oscar Wilde's definition of the 
sentimentalist as “one who 
wants to have the luxury of an emotion without paying for it” 
Not without cause, we have come to associate the crime of 
sentimentality with musical theatre. If one must have a heart of 
stone to read the death of Little Nell without laughing, just 
imagine our response if, on her deathbed, she had sung the 
Dickensian equivalent of “Don’t Cry for Me Argentina” 

A friend of mine once dismissed musical theatre as the 
lowest form of art, and it was clear from our conversation that 
his disdain stemmed from a combination of snobbery and an 
aversion to what he saw as schmaltz. My counter-argument 
— admittedly a defensive one, given that I have co-written 
many musicals over the years -- was that he ought nat to judge 
an entire medium by the sins of a handful of its practitioners. 

There are certainly writers of musical theatre who, when 
short of ideas, will not hesitate to deploy a strategic tear-jerker, 
or to shift the score to a minor key to remind us that we're 
meant to be feeling something. It’s reminiscent of Stephen 
King’s confession that when he cannot find a way to terrify a 
reader, he'll happily resort to “the gross-out’ For all that horror 
aficionados relish the inchmeal escalation of suspense, they're 
usually just as satisfied with splatter and gore. 

But what would my cynical friend make of Alan Menken and 
Howard Ashman’s Little Shop of Horrors? One of my favourite 
musicals, the show is dogged in its evasion of the sentimental 
trap. Itis an absurd premise played straight, populated by 
caricatures who believe in their own authenticity, which is why 
even the love song “Suddenly, Seymour” ends up being more 
funny than poignant. For musical theatre fans accustomed to 
the happy ever after, it’s undeniably refreshing to watch a show 
in which all the major protagonists, including the hero and his 
love interest, are eaten by a giant plant. 


THERE ARE THOSE FOR WHOM the conventions of musical 
theatre are insurmountable barriers to enjoyment. If you 
cannot acclimatise to the prospect of street gangs breaking into 
pirouettes then you won't be able to appreciate West Side Story. 
But even the most sceptical of audience members can surely 
get on board with a musical that refuses to take itself too 


seriously. The Rocky Horror Show dispenses with sophisticated 
characterisation and narrative consistency because its 
audience are there for the sheer anarchy of it all. Brad and Janet 
require no character arcs or Stanislavskian super-objectives; 
they just need to strip off and join in with the bacchanalian 
antics of a transvestite alien. 

‘The sceptics are perhaps on stronger ground when it comes 
to those musicals that insist on tackling weighty subject matter. 
Six years ago, writer Daniel York Loh and musician Craig 
Adams were commissioned to create Sinking Water, a musical 
based on the 2004 tragedy in which 23 Chinese cockle pickers 
lost their lives to rapid incoming tides on the sands of More- 
cambe Bay, ‘There were calls for the production to be scrapped, 
an online petition was mounted which accused the writers of 
sensationalism and “crass insensitivity’, and local councillors 
branded it an “insult to the memories of the victims” 

The strength of feeling from local people may have been 
understandable, but the production was still in its nascent stage 
and no one could possibly have known how the real-life events 
would be depicted. Something like Paul Greengrass’s film, 
United 93, made a mere five years alter the terrorist horrors of 
9/11, didn’t attract this instant, guaranteed revulsion. Yet unlike 
cinema or staged drama, musical theatre seemingly carries 
with it the suspicion of frivolity, as though the medium itself 
trivialises the content. 


Putting on ashow 


1 HAVE ENCOUNTERED similar apprehensions during the 
development process of my latest musical, co-written with 
Craig Adams, which tells the story of Archibald McIndoe and 
the Guinea Pig Club. McIndoe was a plastic surgeon who 
pioneered techniques during World War II in order to 
reconstruct the faces and bodies of RAF pilots burned beyond 
recognition in combat. Unusually for his time, McIndoe 
insisted that the process of recovery was as much about his 
patients’ psychological wellbeing as their physical state. 

To that end, he would allow them to drink alcohol on the ward, 
wear their own clothes, and encourage them to interact with 
the community. 

The local residents became so accustomed to the sight of 
facial disfigurement that East Grinstead become known as 
“The town that didn’t stare” When J have discussed this 
theatrical project with friends, many have reacted with incredu- 
lity that such a topic should be deemed fit for the musical 
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the time we hear it again in Act Two, we have moved backin time 
to the wedding day and almost identical lyrical refrains suddenly 
take on wildly different Tesonances. Itis a brilliantly executed 
technique, worthy of the most accomplished dramatists. 


a 


Sondheim 


8 work offers conclusive Proof that conventions 
can take a back seat to innovation — 4 concept musical like 
Hair is another example, given that it has no plotline at all 

— but artists who break the rules have usually mastered them 


human existence. 


will always be those who dismiss the medium asa kitschified 

form of drama in which emotional states are caricatured 
rather than faithfully recreated, But if we could just allow 

| our Preconceptions to soften even a little, we would soon 

realise that musical adaptations can illuminate in unexpected 

ways those real-life events that touch on the tragic aspects of 


Itisn’t demeaning to the legacy of Archibald McIndoe and 


first. There's little point in attempting to be subversive if you his Guinea Pig Club to see their stories brought to life in 


don’t understand what it is you're subverting, Creativity tends | 
which is what Robert 
as “like playing 


to flourish within established boundaries, 
Frost meant when he described free verse 
tennis without a net” 


It’s the glory and the strength of the genre that there is scope 
within musical theatre for both the trivial and the transcenden- 
tal; its popularity and enduring appeal is well founded. There 


D.J. TAYLOR’S ARTY TYPES 


Dr Gabriella Onan 
Sex Historian 


GABRIELLA ONAN’S CAREER took off 
Gp in an instant. One moment she was a 
newly-appointed assistant lecturer at the 
University of Strathclyde wondering if 
anyone was going to publish her recently 
completed PhD thesis Venereal Disease in 
Larly Modern Perugia; its social and 
economic consequences, the next a research- 
er from Channel Four was on the phone to 
enquite if she would be interested in 
appearing as the “technical expert” ina 
series called Sex Life in Ancient Rome. 

Gabriella informed her department head 
that she would be taking a week’s unpaid 
leave, purchased a couple of black A-line 
skirts, had her hair done and cheerfully 
submitted herself to the attentions of the 
production company’s make-up team. 

‘The series — extensively trailed in the 
Radio Times — was a success: several 
newspapers printed a photograph of her 
inspecting the interior of what purported to 
a be a brothel patronised by the Emperor 
Vespasian, and on the Strength of it she was 
commissioned to write an article for ion 
classical courtship rituals, which, rather to 
her annoyance, was infelicitously re-titled 
“Why togas are a turn-on” 

Gabriella discovered over the course of 
the next year and a half that there was a 
considerable market for what she had 


always imagined to be a somewhat 
recondite expertise. No sooner had 
Sex Life in Ancient Rome concluded than 
she was approached by BBC2 with a request 
to fill the role of “historical adviser” in a 
six-part drama about two lesbian highway- 
women from the age of Charles II. This was 
followed by an invitation from Radio Four to 
front a series called Forbidden Fruit: The 
Secret History of Adultery, 


CRITICS GENERALLY AGREE that the secret 
of Dr Onan’s success lies in her absolute 
professionalism. Not the least suggestion of 
prurience infects her precise academic 
tones and she can answera question about 
cunnilingus in Revolutionary France or the 
bestiality statistics from the later Holy 
Roman Empire without turning a hair. 
‘There was a memorable occasion on 
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musical form; it’s a tribute to the extraordinary nature of their 
achievements. Not that there is anything wrong with entertain- 
ment for its own sake; it’s simply that musicals have the 
Capacity to offer us so much more.@ 


Andrew Doyle isa comedian and the author of Free Speech 
and Why It Matters 


which, asked by an interviewer on 
the Today Programme if she was 
interested in incest, she replied with an 
absolutely straight face, “Yes, but only ina 
very general way.” 

Just at this moment, Gabriella is drafting 
the opening chapters of Cutpurses, 
Courtesans and Clap-mongers: the 
Georgian Sexual Underworld, recently 
commissioned by an enthusiastic editor at 
messrs Weidenfeld & Nicolson, and 
Co-presenting a podcast (5,000 subscribers 
and rising) on The Latin Erotic Vocabulary 
with Dame Mary Beard, where the two dons 
dispute the meaning of such phrases as 
Juror jejuni cunnis and inferior guttur. if her 
colleagues’ reactions vary between 
straightforward envy and grudging 
admiration, then everyone agrees that there 
are worse ways of making a living. © 


Matt Ridley revisits the Masai Mara 
to find it has defied gloomy predictions 
of decline and still supports a thriving 
ecosystem as rich as it ever was 


Plainsof plenty 


HEN I WAS TEN YEARS OLD, in 1968, my parents took me and two of my sisters on a 
safari through Kenya and ‘Tanzania. Having lived there when they first married in the 
1950s, they wanted us to see the wildlife before it was all gone. Newly independent 
Kenya, its population booming, would soon have few lions or elephants left. This was 
not intended as a political criticism, it was just that there was unlikely to be room for 

| such luxuries in a poor nation striving to feed its expanding population. 

‘The first of the game reserves we visited, the Masai Mara, with its abundant big 
game and beautiful birds, left an indelible impression on my young mind. Ithelped turn me into a bird watcher and 
then a biologist. This winter, 53 years later, | returned to the Mara for the first time. To say that my parents’ pessimism 
was unjustified is to understate the matter —— vastly. The grassy plains either side of the Mara river are as rich as ever 
in zebra, topi, eland, wildebeest, waterbuck, gazelles, impala, giraffe and buffalo. 

‘There are plenty of elephants and — the poaching threat having faded at least for now — they are breeding like 
rabbits. Rhinos are increasing again and in 2020 not a single one was lost to poachers in all of Kenya. 


We watched a herd of more than a hundred hippos splashing overgrazing their own lands. We heard how a Masai man, how- 
about in the river and chasing crocodiles. Lions, leopards, hye- ever well educated, still counts cattle and goats as the measure 
nas, jackals, baboons, mongeese, hyraxes, oribi, reedbuck, of wealth that matters. We flew over the Mau forest, where the 
| bushbuck — we saw them all. Every third tree seemed tohavean | Mara river comes from, and saw the thinning of the trees, the 
eagle on it, notto mention vultures, harriers, kites and buzzards. spread of cultivated fields and the speckled rashes of goats and 
Huge flocks of swallows and mattins of several different species cattle among the woods. Kenya’s population is more than five 
feasted on the insects disturbed by buffalo or cars. ‘The Gardenof | times as large as it was in 1968. 


| Eden, with all its abundance, would have looked like a munici- Climate change has affected this region imperceptibly if at 
| pal park by contrast. all, Among climatologists there is no agreement that there is a 


| I consulted the book we bad with us in 1968 — John Wil- | discernible trend in rainfall, up or down. According to one wild- 
liams’s Guide to the Game Reserves of East Africa, which had | life expert! consulted, frequent reports of droughts in parts of 
been published the previous year. Its description of the Mara, Kenya say more about the impact of overgrazing than about 


and its list of species to be seen there was exactly right even to- rainfall amounts: they are man-made droughts, as he put it. 
day. ‘This does seem to be at odds with the claims of those who It’s pressure of people on habitat, not any slight upward trend 
insist that nature is everywhere in terminal decline, or in wors- | in temperature, that affects wildlife here, although invasive spe- 


ening crisis. Conservation does work, ‘The hard work of those 
who set up, protect and manage such reserves is betrayed by 
apocalyptic talk. 

The connectedness of ecosystems was another lesson the 
Mara teaches. This small comer of the vast Serengeti plain alone 
supports the winter feeding of millions of Eurasian migrant 
} birds, let alone resident African species. Tfit vanished under the 
plough or the cow, the effect would be global. Ecologically, the 
richness of these lands has to be seen to be believed. 


cies also play a part, as they do every- 
where. For example, the whistling thorn 
tree, which builds swollen chambers to 
house ants that protect the tree against 
browsing animals, is disappearing, be- 
cause the big-headed ant from South 
America is killing off the native ants. 


THE PANDEMIC HAS DEALT A SHOCK 
to Kenya's tourist industry, with two 
years of lean bookings and frequent 
cancellations. ‘hat means that the deli- 


| BUT GAN IT LAST? WE SAW CATTLE grazing well inside the 
reserve, the herders unable to resist the abundant grass after 
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cate balance between wildlife being an asset and being a liability 
is disturbed. Lions and zebras cannot pay their way if nobody 
comes to see them. Throughout Africa the pressure to farm the 
land that is devoted to wildlife is not getting any less. 

Wilson Naitoi (lef), who acted as our guide for four days, be- 
came a good friend. Wilson won Mara Guide of the Year a few 
years ago and the prize was a trip to see the gorillas in Uganda. | 
With a college diploma and a wicked sense of humour he is as 
well educated a naturalist as any I have met. Buthis home has no 
electricity; he and his wife fetch water from the river each day. | 
‘The eldest of his five children was, aged 15, in charge of his pre- | 


cious cattle herd while he was away at work. 


YET I FOUND MYSELF CONFIDENT that the Mara will survive, 
Kenya's birth rate has halved since 1950 to 3.4 children per wom- 
an, as infant mortality plummets: it’s a demographic fact that 
when kids stop dying, parents plan smaller families, And al- 
though the country’s total population is still growing fast, its ru- 
ral population has now been shrinking for 20 years as people 
move to the cities to find paid work. 

The expansion and subdivision of subsistence farms at the 
expense of wild habitats has at last begun to slow. The tempta- 
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tion for Masai children to leave for urban employment will in- 
creasingly eclipse the temptation to stay and expand the family 
cattle herd. And for those who do stay, tourism will increasingly 
outbid farming as a career, as it has for Wilson. 


THE RICHER A COUNTRY GETS, the more it values wild land- 
scapes and their animals. ‘the statistics prove that economic de- 
velopment is the friend not the enemy of conservation. Kenya 
has much poverty still, but its economy is growing like a bean- 
stalk: GDP growth has averaged 5.7 per cent in the last five years. 
More and more of the tourists in the Mara are wealthy Kenyans 
from the booming economy of Nairobi and the central high- 
lands. The ten or more cars that converged on a cheetah we saw 
eating a young warthog — an audience it wholly ignored — were 
mostly full of African tourists. 

Yes, there will be an element of artificiality about the relation- 
ship between the Masai and the tourists. As a hotel housekeeper 
our friend Alfred wore a crisply ironed uniform at work; jeans 
and a ‘T-shirt when | saw him off duty; and full Masai warrior 
dress for the evening dance ceremony put on once a week for 
hotel guests. But how does that differ from, say, the Braemar 
Games? 

In the short term, at least, the biggest problem faced by con- 
servationists in this part of Africa is not 100 few but too many el- 
ephants. Conflict between people and elephants is growing as 
much because of the accelerating population explosion of the 
latter as the decelerating one of the former. An elephant is a 
wonder to me; to somebody whose shamba (crop field) it de- 
stroys, itis a costly menace. 

As a premier game reserve, the Mara is always going to attract 
tourists. Its productive soil, grassy plains and permanent water 
mean that it will be a honeypot for game and so for visitors. What 
about areas with less elegant scenery, thicker bush and fewer 
animals? Here there is one way to get wildlife to pay its way that 


“| went to the University of Life, son! 
| scraped a lower third...” 


Kenya has eschewed and its neighbour Tanzania has not: trophy 
hunting. 


THE PROBLEM WITH TOURISTS WHO SHOOT with cameras is 
that only the very best reserves attract them. Tourists who shoot 
with rifles pay more and spread out more, which means that 
they can support the conservation of much larger areas. ‘The 
vast, flat tracts of dry, dense thorn scrub that cover much ot Afri- 
ca will always struggle to attract photographic tourists, but they 
can support buffalo and lions, which — through the fees gener- 
ated by western hunters and passed on to local communities — 
can be more lucrative than goats. It’s just another (and compar- 
atively humane) form of predation, after all. 

‘The British government's impending ban on the import of 
hunting trophies is a big mistake. It will inevitably mean some 
areas of southern Africa reverting from herds of wildlife to herds 
of cattle and goats. Overgrazing will follow as sure as night fol- 
lows day, and then the birds will thin out too (though Kenya, 
which allows no hunting, will be unaffected). It’s a delicate ques- 
tion that applies also to the grouse moors of northern England, 
where curlews also thrive: are we a spectator or a participant in 
the ecosystem? Audience or predator with skin in the game? 
Ideally both: one in some areas, the other in other areas. 


A MEMORY I WILL TREASURE: one early morning we came 
upon four young male lions resting by a bush. A herd of nearly 
100 elephants with lots of small calves was feeding slowly to- 
wards them. Anticipating some kind of clash, Wilson positioned 
our vehicle so that we could watch what happened. As the two 
species became aware of each other, the elephants began trum- 
peting and flapping their ears to scare away the lions. The four 
brother lions reluctantly decided to slink away. 

Our vehicle —- with no doors or windows — was in the way 
and they passed within ten feet of us. Yet to them we were nei- 
ther prey not predator. They and the elephants never “broke the 
fourth wall” as actors say, by looking at us. We were there but we 
did not affect what happened. After five million years of killing 
and being killed by lions and elephants, that is a spectacular 
place for our species to have arrived at. 

Matt Ridley is co-author of Viral: The Search for the Origin 
of Covid-19 
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ITV; R.J. MARKOWSKI 


quilted fur jerkin I’m proud of, too. But Yakuts laugh at me. I’m 
told that in it I look like a zek, a Gulag prisoner, or a bomzh, a 
tramp. One of them says I dress like her grandfather. 

‘The need to go through laborious self-swaddling to pop out 
for some milk is tedious. But young locals make it look easy and 
seem to have solved the problem of fashion, wearing thick down 
jackets, woolly hats and knee-high, patterned reindeer boots, I 
covet the boots, but they're a life’s investment at £400 a 
pair. 

In such temperatures, everything must be re- 
thought. Engine batteries freeze solid, and a 
common sight is cars swaddled in insulating 
quilted covers, Timers are designed to start the 
engine at regular periods through the night to 
keep the battery electrolyte from turning to ice. 
Outdoor stairways are carpeted against acci- 
dents — all dusted with snow — and the perma- 
frost makes underground plumbing impossible. 

Throughout the city vast overground metal pipes 


carry water and heating from block to block, giving you the feel- 


ing of living in the innards of an enormous factory. Villages out- 
side the city don’t even have this luxury — they have no heating 
and no running water, hot or cold, and rely on large blocks of ice 
chopped out of the river and thawed in huge plastic tubs. 


AT YAKUTSK CENTRAL MARKET (a lovely place) frozen fishes 
stand to attention outside in solid ranks, and blocks of meat are 
hard and heavy as rocks, There’s no need for refrigerators in win- 
ter; many residents simply using their balconies (or in the villag- 
es, an unheated room) as a deep freeze. But even under these 
conditions, needless human effort survives. 

Outside the market I meet a 50-year-old man who's been out 
jogging — balaclaved and puffer-jacketed — and tells me this is 
“teal living” A local teacher describes being woken daily by the 
sound of heavy tools wielded outside. It’s a neighbour breaking 
the surface of rhe river each morning to go ice-bathing with a 
gang of friends. Such masochism doesn’t tempt her: “Who 
needs to make life more difficult?” I enquire which season she 
prefers. “March. It’s quite warm then, a perfect temperature” I 


Ice sculptures in the ask for specifics. “Minus 20,’ she says 


Museum of Permafrost, airily. 

the author with a In such prolonged sub-zero tem- 
wrapped-up local peratures one of the local art forms, 
ae ate inevitably, is ice sculpture. The town 
amazesthejudgeson 18 dotted with sculptures of cows, 
Britain’s Got Talent birds, reindeer, kings and queens 


which last throughout the winter, 'The 

Yakutsk Museum of Permafrost — the 
only one such in the world — is a series of underground tunnels 
filled with these frosted creations: horses, thrones, and figures 
from Olonkho, their local, epic folk poetry. The surfaces of the 
sculptures are so smooth you assume they’re frozen in moulds, 
but this turns out to be quite wrong. They are blocks of ice 
sculpted with chisels, chainsaws, power drills. In international 
competitions at the artform, Yakutians often win, 


OTHER ARTS ARE ALSO EMERGING from Yakutia now, Sakha 
music is a hypnotic mix of jaw-harps — an ancient, unearthly 
sound winding up from the unconscious — and strong rhythms, 
with birdsong, horse-neighing, wolf-howls produced by the hu- 
man voice. Appearing on Britain’s Got Talent in 2018, Sakhan 
singer Olena Uutai was told gushingly by a shocked panel, “I 
have no idea what that was, but amazing... It’s like you've 
come from outer space or the heavens.” 
Another phenomenon on the rise is 
“Sakhawood” — Yakutia’s local film industry. It 
produces high quality arthouse offerings on 
rock bottom budgets, with parts often played 
by non-professionals, with actors pitching in 
to build sets or provide costumes, Subjects in- 
clude immigration, alcoholism, Russian rap. 
One film, Scarecrow (2020), about a woman 
healer — “a hermit, a holy fool and a drinker” — 
cost a mere $20,000 to make, and was shown at the 
Tromso International Film Festival, Massive and remote it may 
be, but Yakutsk is certainly aware of the rest of the world. Here in 
Asian Russia, at the very lowest limits of inhabitable climate, I’m 
struck by the ghost image of Europe. The local theatre is running 
a New Year's show called San Remo, full of old love songs by Ital- 
ian chanteuses given a Sakha spin. There are regular shops with 
names like “Italica” or “Roma” as though Yakutians sit dreaming 
of Vespa scooters and La Dolce Vita amid the tundra. 

Given the profound difficulties of life in this part of the world, 
given there are so many alternative cities in Russia and beyond 
where the living is easier, Laskeda pair of middle-aged Yakutian 
sisters why they and their friends stayed. “This is normality for 
us,” shrugged one. “Other places would feel strange without 
these problems, incomplete” “Beakag TMA CBoe rHesqo mob” 
goes the Russian saying, which here is tested to the limit: “Every 
bird loves its own nest’”@ 


R.J. Markowski lives in Britain and South Russia. He is 
currently writing a book on the UK Culture Wars, The 
Dangers of Vomiting By Mail 
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SOUNDING BOARD 


Sauce for the goose... 


Condemn Downing Street 
not for wanting fun, but for 
ignoring others’ sacrifices 


AM NOT A PURITAN. Neither my 

churchmanship nor my personality 

incline me towards Puritanism. 

My waistline bears witness to the 

fact that self-denial is not hard- 
wired into my lifestyle choices. Any 
interest in other people’s lives is primarily 
for my own personal prurient pleasure 
and not for their moral improvement. 

As such lam nota fan of that period of 
the year when we take a look at our 
lifestyles and our waistlines and decide to 
endure a period of personal abstinence in 
the hope of improving ourselves and, 
thereby, adding to the span of our days. 

No, I don’t mean Lent. Lent is — rather 
counter intuitively — something Cavaliers 
have always been rather keen on. I’m 
talking about that month of misery where 
the Puritan runs rampant: January. 
(Although now we're in budding March, 
let's hope it is safely behind us). Fresh 
from making new year's resolutions, we 
are driven towards gyms, told to keep off 
the booze, and — for the fully initiated — 
even denied hearty, wholesome meat. 


“BUT WHAT ABOUT LENT?” Lhear you 
cry. What marks the difference between a 
good Cavalier following the injunctions to 
fast in the Book of Common Prayer and a 
secular enthusiast tucking into an anaemic 
nut roast (with a side of broccoli), all 
washed down with a Coke Zero for Dry 
January, Veganuary, and all the other 
Puritan feasts of the season? ‘he 
answer is context. 

The context of Lent isn’t fitness, 
or long life, or anything like that. 
Its purpose is sacrifice, as we 
prepare for that darkest day of the 
year ~~ Good Friday. Its focus is 
not, unlike January, ourselves — itis 
God. Which is why there are all 
manner of days of Lent when 
you musin’t fast: Sundays, 
and Feast Days, such as the 
Annunciation. 


~ 
—_— 
— 


Because these are days 
of such celebration —- the 
Day of Resurrection, the 


context. The purpose ofa 
fast from socialising 
during those dark days is 


marking of the first step not necessarily because 
towards the Incarnation pleasure is bad but 
— that a fast would be because you have denied 
utterly inappropriate, no this pleasure to others. 
matter what damage it And the focus of 
does to your run of days this sacrifice should not 
without booze, beef, or be yourself. You might 
any other thing of joy. perfectly reasonably 
The purpose of assess that everyone in 
CONTEXT. WHICH afastfrom ihe bullang, had had 
brings me, rather aueaian Sp A Covid, and as you were 
clumsily, to the Prime socialising during working right next to 
Minister and “Partygate” those dark days each other anyway it 
The revelations about the was not because wouldn't make a 
parties being held in < difference. The focus is 
Number 10 throughout pleasure is bad, on the people you lead, 
lockdown have left our but because they who were not free to 
Puritans with their tails had denied this make these judgments 
properly in the air. because of laws you had 
The eagle eyes of those pleasure to others brought in. 
who harbour the terrible When taking up a 


thought that somebody somewhere is 
having fun, have the “drinking culture” of 
politics firmly tied up and surrounded by 
kindling. They wish to impose on White- | 
hall a world where it is always January and 
never New Year's Eve. 

This would normally be enough to have 
me wading in on the other side. But, as a 
Cavalier, I can’t help thinking what we 
needed in the pandemic was the spirit of 
Lent. There are times when sacrifice is 
genuinely in order — and one of those 
times is when you have imposed the 
greatest restrictions on British civil liberties 
in the peacetime history of our nation. 


WHEN YOU HAVE FORBIDDEN the 
population in your care not only 
from partying with their friends 
and colleagues (and please don’t 
underestimate the psychological 
cost of that decision) but also 
from those other even more 
important relational acts: saying 
farewell to a dying mother, 
seeing a confused father 
in acare home, meeting 
a newborn grandson. 
And so we return to 


burden, especially when it’s for somebody 
else -— God, or your neighbour — itis 
never difficult to find reasons to lay it 
down again. I gave up alcohol for Lent in 
2020, but this discipline did not survive the 
first week of lockdown — I confess I 
swapped it for giving up seeing my friends 
and family. 


YOU CAN SEE HOW the progressive 
justifications will have worked in Number 
10. A few drinks on a Friday with a few 
people who are working late turns into 
picnics in the garden during the week, 
turns into a small leaving drinks with a 
speech, turns into a 2am finish with a DJ 
and a suitcase of booze. I’m not a Puritan, 1 
don’t condemn the instinct. 

What I have to condemn, as a Cavalier, 
is the context. The failure to apply a 
self-denying ordinance, while legislating 
for a state-imposed ordinance. The focus 
on self and the perfectly understandable 
desire for human interaction, over others, 
who were denied the same for months on 
end. Context, in this case, is everything, 
and the electorate may feel that sometimes 
to understand all does not remotely incline 
them to forgive all.@ 
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No infectious disease 
— not Spanish flu, 
cancer or even Covid 
— has leftits scars on 
the body of literature | 
like tuberculosis, | 
says our literary | 
critic John Self 


TB or not TB: 
the literature of 
consumption 


ELAX, EVERYONE. Experts assure us that 
the danger has peaked, or will soon peak, 
and the number of new Covid novels will 
slowly decline. We shall move from a pan- 
demic to an endemic phase, where fiction 
featuring scenes of lockdown and working 
from home will be no more cause for concern than another de- 
but about a toxic relation ship. 

Even by the standards of our emotionally incontinent, logor- 
thoeic age, the Covid fiction variant has overwhelmed our 
bookselling services more quickly than anyone anticipated. But 
there is no need for drastic measures such as placing protective 
Caps Over writers’ pen nibs; the wave will pass, just as other pan- 
demic fiction has. 

Not all world-stopping diseases are equal, however. What 
about the others? ‘The influenza pandemic of 1918-20, despite 
killing around 50 million people worldwide, has left little per- 
manent mark on imaginative literature. Its most notable records 
are non-fiction, from Mary McCarthy's Memories of a Catholic 
Girlhood (both her parents died of Spanish flu when she was 
six) to Ernest Hemingway's Death in the Afternoon. In fiction, 


even the surviving strains are not widely read, such as Katherine 
Anne Porter's “nearly pure autobiography” novella Pale Horse, 
Pale Rider and William Maxwell’s novel They Came Like Swal- 
lows. 

AIDS has fared better, with big bruising writers like Alan 
Hollinghurst, Colm Téibin, Anne Enright and Adam Mars-Jones 
all wrestling with it in fiction. But for longevity and spread, no 
infectious disease has left its scars on a body of literature like 
tuberculosis (TB). 


THIS IS, FIRST, BECAUSE RATHER THAN having a short sharp 
peak, like Spanish flu and Covid, TB’s reign was both long and 
high: it was responsible for one in seven deaths in Europe at its 
peak. Its main treatment was the rest cure of a sanatorium, 
available only to the wealthy rather than those living in the 
crowded conditions that were most likely to incubate it in the 
first place (Joseph Conrad described the popular sanatorium 
tesort of Davos Platz as a place “where the modem Dance of 
Death goes on in expensive hotels”). 

The second reason for its prominence is that, as well as being 
unignorable in society, TB caused the early deaths of many of 


Literary 
consumptives: 
Anton 
Chekhov, 
Katherine 
Mansfield and 
Franz Kafka 
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our greatest writers, including Anton Chekhov, Franz Kafka and 
Katherine Mansfield. And being a chronic disease — Kafka had 
it for seven years before it killed him, Mansfield for 12 — it trans- 
formed their lives as well as causing their deaths; so they were 
able to write about it, both in fiction and in letters and diaries. 
Its literary record, in other words, is as complete as we could 
wish. 

Even the common name for TB 
in the nineteenth century and be- 
fore — consumption — has an ir- 
resistible literary flavour, so evoca- 
tive and dramatic, and named for 
the way an advanced case of the 
disease eats into the bronchial 
passages and erodes the blood 
vessels. 

‘This gave rise to the characteris- 
tic symptom which Chekhov de- 
scribed in a letter of 1897: “Hardly The last great TB novel, 


| 
| 


| 


by A.E. Ellis (right) 


French, directed at a generation of readers who knew their 
oignons — might qualify it to be called Kafkaesque, were that 
word not so devalued that, as Martin Amis put it, it’s now used 
to “describe a train delay or a queue in the post office". 

Handily, Kafka had his own TB experience — he died from it 
in the year ‘The Magic Mountain was published — which he de- 
scribed in letters with characteris- 
tic vim. 

He believed that the haemopty- 
sis symptom (spitting blood) was 
an outcrop of his mental suffering 
— “secretly I don’t believe this 
illness to be tuberculosis ... but 
rather a sign of my general bank- 
ruptcy” — and found the gruelling 
sanatorium treatment — of course 
he did — as much of a trial as the 
discase. “Former hangmen dislo- 
cate your arm if you resist injec- 


had we sat down to the table when 
a vigorous flow of blood started 
streaming from my throat.’ The disease had a mythical quality: 
in Stendhal’s 1827 novel Armance, a character's mother refused 
to say “tuberculosis’, fearing that naming it would invoke its 
worst effects. 


7's TIMELY, THEN, THAT THIS MONTH sees the re- 
issue of what might have been the last great TB novel 
published while the disease was still a live danger in 
this country: A. E. Ellis's The Rack (1958). 
Ellis was the pseudonym of Derek Lindsay, one of 
the last people in England to undergo the traditional 
sanatorium treatment for TB before antibiotics became widely 
available. The Rack is long, stately and evocative of the grim ef- 
fects of TB on the sanatorium patients and others (even some of 
the doctors die): of the disease, but also of the treatment and the 
boredom of the rest cure. 

But itis not without comedy, and the New York Times on its 
original publication said that “in every chapter of this remarka- 
ble book Mr Ellis has wrung music out of anguish’, while Gra- 
ham Greene placed it in the company of Ulysses, Clarissa and 
Great Expectations. 

The Rack was inspired by Thomas Mann’s monumental The 
Magic Mountain (1924), which remains the highest peak of the 
genre, but Ellis went low where Mann went high, forcing his 
character Paul Davenant into the bodily suffering that Mann's 
dilettante Hans Castorp never endured. Castorp, like Mann 
himself when he contracted TB at a sanatorium his wife was at- 
tending, had a mild case: just enough to flavour the novel, as it 
were. Mann was more interested in the experience as an educa- 
tion rather than an ordeal: as his wry narrator says in the intro- 
duction to The Magic Mountain, “only thoroughness can be 
truly entertaining” 

The torturous nature of Davenant’s experiences in. The Rack 
— Tam not referring to the frequent passages of untranslated 


tions” ‘This is a prime example of 
how any experience in extremis 
magnifies personality traits. 

Similarly, the spirited Katherine Mansfield did not mince 
words when she recorded some of her treatment in her diary in 
1919: “Saw two of the doctors — an ass and an ass.’ Chekhov 
had TB for 20 years before it finally killed him, but he produced 
all his greatest work during this period of progressive ill health. 

Kafka died at the age of 40, Chekhov at 44, Mansfield at 34; 
TB infected and killed people young. ‘This was one factor — the 
glow in the checks as the disease developed was another — that 
contributed to its being seen for many years as a romantic afflic- 
tion; hence the image of the “beautiful consumptive’ 


“Don’t jump to conclusions, we need to wait 
for the results of the inquiry.” 


THE cRITIC 42 MAR 2022 


CARTOON BY ROYSTON ROBERTSON 


Charlotte Bronté wrote that “consumption, I am aware, is a Visit The Critic online 
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other novel. The Rack, it seems, had consumed him.@ 
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Jeremy Black says TV adaptations have masked the compexity and skill of Agatha 


Christie, whose central theme was the battle of good and evil rather than cosy nostalgia 


- Thelady vanishes 


HE MUSIC IMMEDIATELY TRIGGERS a re- 
sponse. The graphics follow. And then there 
is David Suchet. For 13 seasons, from 1989 to 
2013, Poirot provided a comfort blanket for 
Britain. Such style! Such a world of ease! Aga- 
tha Christie is all that is required to conjure up a universe of or- 
der and morality, the clarity of reason in the search for safety and 
renewed stability. 

But not if you read the books of the best-selling novelist of all 
time. There was little such ease in the novels which were, at once, 
more varied (from Ancient Egypt to anti-Communism), complex 
and insightful than modern critics might suggest. The novels 
were also far more interesting than their television adaptations. 

Christie's world is the usual . 
fictional mélange of fact and in- 
vention. Whereas science fic- 
tion’s inventiveness provides de- 
tachment from the factual 
groundings of the present, detec- 
tive fiction is very different. 

It grounds its imagination in 
the understanding, by writer and 
reader alike, of the facts and con- 
ventions of the world. Indeed, the 
crimes in question, their motives 
and consequences, both reflect these conventions and are a 
breach of them, the combination producing both understand- 
ing and shock. 

And so, despite Edith de [aviland’s comment in Crooked 
House (1949), about Philip Leonides wha “writes books. Can’t 
think why. Nobody wants to read them. All about obscure his- 
torical details,” the crime novel offers a role for the historian. He 
or she can explain this world and the context for the Great De- 
tective. 

The historian’s illumination is particularly necessary for 
Poirot because so much of our understanding of him comes 
from the subsequent presentation on screen. As with Sherlock 
Holmes and James Bond (Ian Fleming's 007, not the same- 
named protagonist in Christie’s witty 1934 short story, “The Ra- 
jah’s Emerald”), that situation poses a number of problems, and 
not least that Christie was writing for the audience of her day, 


not the posterity to which we belong. So, again, another task for 
the historian. 


AS WITH FLEMING AND BOND, Christie received harsh com- 
ments in her lifetime, notably from Edmund Wilson in 1944. In 
addition, later authors could be unsparing about Christie’s type 
of fiction. In his denunciation of the gente, Snobbery with Vio- 
lence: English Crime Stories and their Audience (1971; revised 
and reprinted in 1979), Colin Watson, himself an author of de- 
tective novels, devoted a chapter to Christie. 

It was far from one of his most critical, and offered some good 
points, not least that Poirot was acceptable because his foreign- 
ness was familiar. However, both author and audience came in 
for criticism. 

The detective story is present- 
ed as playing an increasingly im- 
portant part in attempts by the 
middle class to maintain its sta- 
tus, and Christie as providing not 
the world of adventure and opu- 
lence offered by E. Phillips Op- 
penheim, Anthony Hope and 
William Le Queux, one of “maitre 
d’hétel and millionaires” but, in- 
stead, “familiar homeliness” and 
“stock characters observing ap- 
proved rules of behaviour ac- 
cording to station, and isolated 
utterly from all such anxieties 
and unpleasantness as were not responsive to religion, medi- 
cine and the law’ 

‘This approach reflected a total failure to engage with the 
range of Christie’s writing, but it was a commonplace view. {n- 
deed, while the subsequent changing presentation ofher stories 
and plays throw a light on English culture, there were already 
contradictory views during her lifetime. 


Christie's work is now 
most familiar through 
television adaptations 


CHRISTIE RESPONDED TO CRITICISM of this type in her A 
Caribbean Mystery (1964) with Miss Marple having to put up 
with being criticised by Raymond West for not leaving her “idyl- 
lic rural life” in order to focus on real life. Marple considers this 


THE critic 44 mar 2022 


c2Oc HVA JP DILIYD FHL 


® ‘Jueds 
112“ 1s09 & sem prend AyLM3es ayy ued 
Tetus Ur Jey) 10,5 “"Ysnomp aspen prp am 
pur ugjo}s }ou azam Aap ‘staxtu yUSUIe9 
at} WO YONUT syeUT 1OU pIp am ayy sea] 
TV ‘Tap JX9U BY} Joy Yoo] pue srapmmoys 
MOA Srys 0} aaey ysnl NOA sjasse 

Surpey uayM uayo os ing ‘pay3is | 
IO} WU IBNoIq 
aaey plnoo | Wo uwe ayy seul samp 
Joy ‘pos usaq Apuasal pey 11 1ey} eu pjor 
Aynyaoys Jaxy ay) pue Surppng eniopq 
atp aysoddo juemejsal ayy ul youTy pey | 
‘uetuury ‘Ajo pamoroo Asuoy ‘auy yey) 
O1USKA WAH LONY NO ULv'l SUVAA 


AOPLLO9 dtp) Ul apisyne 
dn Surpueys uetp royses ‘paq e jo esn ayy 
URIM Os Op pmnod nq arLMoaey sty prope 
01 a[qe aq ATUO 1OU pmom ay jayporg ety 
PAIISIA ROU OY Way Jey JUBEUE YI asneIeq 
‘0¢3 Jo Wayeamba arp ‘ums snosauas ayy 
aaraoel 0} pefofzaa0 uaaq pey preng ayy, 
“ure dxe 0} WIT payse | os ‘Surppnyo [ns 
Sem ay URUIULY 0} yorg Aemyeyy ‘BuTysne] 
es 0} roxy] AUI pasnes wey) Surpauios 
SulTqqeg Ayesnauay ‘Aol wim ysnq ay 
pure sreurp oz wry peddys | yor am sy 
“piom e Ajareq puejsiapun poo 
] t00d Sutaq oqery Au ‘pure yonul payer 
aH ‘sem ay AtpIomisny moy pur pied 
oui dams ay Apuadipp Moy ‘aao saui8ua 


‘$1409 ayse]d UT 

paddeim q]ns a1am seas 
ay], ‘SaUTyeUT ary 
pasnun ‘paiaaod -jsnp 


asay} Jaseyomd aagoadsord i = 
Teuolsea30 ay] MoYs pue sep \ are 


Te eset ys 0) prend Ayinaas & 


aurevaq IT [PALIe UD, 
“pred ou 
yoadsut 0} 9 saorp Jaxy no os 
pue ANunoo ul ixou UayM Wat) 
qe Yoo] pur o8 pnoys 1 3Yysnoy 1 
‘sAapimg sty YIM aug a1our Surpuads sem 
Ped spymuesut pure Asuow Aue sn apeur 
Ajoreq ‘YTYs 0} sreak 019 YOO} OF Xe aL, 
‘youd yuasap v 3B Apjomb pos gT IsTy au 
Ual]M OS ssa] auTBDIaq Inq [eondads sem | 
“UIny poos e Bupyeu jo jWapyuoo 
SPA OY PUR ‘palnjel ay o10Jeq sjeap 
JSP] S,TRULITEYD ay} Jo auo sem Y ‘deayo 
Ajsuruzees pue Mau ‘sapotyaa UOTIONsUOD 
e812] aram Aoy) ‘zeuey Aq opeyy ‘(TEM 
3Y} a10Jaq Sea STUY.) ‘sNoseUTeC] UI sTaxXTUT 
JUaUIAO UBISsNyY OG ‘AsUOU JO }NOUTe 
aUres dtp} 10} ‘Ang 0} passage isn{ pey ay 
ey) NO puy oO} ‘Yoreasal pure wiseisntpUa 
JO Try ‘sog7o sty oyu dams | pueugq 
Uf yaeq PUR (JaxTeUT ayeIS9 [ead ATepuogas B 
‘ATpanmupe ‘ur) esse Q1adord jeprauru09 
auld e aq 0} Sur08 Apre9]9 sem 3] 
“aUfO[aq] JO asTOURIy [eI0] Sy 0} Jo[-e1d 


pedojdue am yey juaredde A = y ~ \ 


atp pau ay Apuanbay Apred sem yoty qerdea 
MOT aJBI}SUOUAp 0} 108ea wlOOI O11U09 at ‘URW UT VoRnoNysU0S 
SEM pur Wseisnijua asnq Japun amo} sayjo ue Ang 0} 
UpIm paqgog prens Aynsas que STp & Jo ofa Joupey Aw apensiad 0} pany 
/uewpred ay} TNS Thygoyemun pey | Teproq uersks ayy 
‘Teqnq Ut uopone Ie ‘som) 24} Jepun MOjaq ODT] eB ‘ebiez aptsino 
pue sauo uf ‘tay Jo sour aUOZ apeD aay aly Ul ‘aou0 
Pros am Ayjenjuaag ‘sjoaford OUT UsyO.1g uepio{ Ul CUVA V GVH IM 
JSOUL 10} 8Iq 00) aM S€M $9.101S 
SIOXTUI JUSUIGS Bsa] pue Ino jooug ‘uostredur0d ut 
aouaNyur jo sazayds s PIssmy anyPA Jayjaq Waes 0) uesaq 
apismo puriq paumoual Ajuappns stadmer vopesnry 
Ajjeuoyeusayur ue Jou ‘Arpqeusaidun jonnst0a 
ST ZEUUeY “IaA0 SBM WHOOq 0] sn Jo] saurayas aaisuedxa 
WOTINSUoS [eso] SUL SIOUL JoAd PapuaulUsel 
‘apado au} way] pue (saouayap au} 
jo yzed 3u0im arp ur wsno0q Surjsa}, ‘areg ye Jajauad 
per om yey sear ureyqoid ay] punoze Bue 
ay, ‘sapyaa ayy jo Ajenb au sty Juads ‘semjuaape 
at ie passoidua pus yey Aq sdQ 1y31N pyo satay 


pasiidims Suraq Jaquiautal | 


0) Sunuem ‘oum JeSeueur 


J 4 


JoOYJO-palnar Wety sem 
JUBT Jayour ‘ospy 
‘pynos am se uoos 
SP SBIOWUBD pur sa]e8 ‘SuToUay 
aly opergdn 0} sn pastapuaout 


) }s09 Je} pure aatsuedxa 


Ajaolay aram Ast) aAaMoy 
‘SOLLIND snopyap may) 0] Supsaye 
‘punore Way) SulAey pact 

deyo Aumaas aury-[[ny A 
a ‘WHTBYS pure ssauysNo} 10; UOD 
; -endai paynsn! v ym aueD pue 
Moqy]a nod ye Apuejsadxoun Surreadde 
jougey Sujarouun arp pey Aarp ‘setppns 
‘Aq asop asnoy azeds v wi uonepou 
-W0908 apraoid 0} pey ayy ‘sysem jeraaas 
Joy joned 0} win ALII~as eB SuUNDeQUOD 
payeissaoeu Tory saniedoid mo 
jo 90 12 HNSSI NV GVH IM UVAA LSVI 


“gol 10y Jo] ays ‘Aemsury 
"3800 OT BdIM) SI JEU} ING YNSsIYySsIu ayy 
suLmp sijed ur y10m pmnoys Aaup ‘ATeapy 
‘dagyse sujeq 0) payrurpe 19k] Joye 
“aysiu ayy, ‘sjaams pur spuds ‘sayaredio 
0} saajastuay} padjay Aypider satpooy 
pue seavpereq Suleam synod [E30] 
“WOOY JONWOD ssazze aOUIAI aT 
pue elaweo yj Jo ada Surpr0aai JoA pun 
Tyyoyemun ayy Jepun Apuesal oy wsyorg 
SEM SUIOOIAIO)s SUONRIS SUT Ino Jo uC, 
‘daays pue wopaiog isuese prens 0} peou 
yue{sUOd ® ST aay] alojaroM pure ‘suaddey 
suryjou Apsoy] ‘seraures 10 sprens aq Aor 
JEYJOYM ‘sjaupues au} Toye 0} Uosled 
2 JO aDULINSse STP IOJ paau ay} aq skemye 
TM esayy asoddns | 3nq ‘sjoqor Aq auop 
aq Ajasre] [Im SuTjoned uoos Aep aug 
“YSH BuNeMonse Joy 
aouanboje s,uaulsayes B YIM prens paure 
ur st aatsuadxa Isoj] ‘Surpying snouz 
-Auoue Ue UO Joop payaoy e stysodvayH 
‘9SLM IO papa st UopIa}0Id Jo Jana] ey 
uo WIN) Uayo ATIGeprIoye 
jo suonsand ‘eatsuedxa 
Ayjeroues inq Suey 
YVIOM st sjasse [estsAyd 
HOd ALIMNOS doo 


sp.0n6 ay} uo afia asojo 
fisaa 0 daay 07 aany uarfo noh 
Ing — Junj,s0du $1 Aiqanzas: 


{Sapoisnd sosdt Jerpoisno sine 


SADVWI ALLAD VIA dd¥/E13SSVH Y40 NVA AONSIOSD (11390 VSSAINVA AB NOILVELSNT 


————— a 


2zOz UVAN QP D1LdD FHL 


2202 YVAN Gp BILD FHL 


SOOUISFMEH] oie aIOYMON ;s]Tediourid sures aA uodn ag o.3nq_ | 
‘wep Addop 0} paau, 1,Uprp sieusisap jemnjooyyore se Ambauy | 
pue sioyny UonueUT jou p,nom, ay eIp Juapasaid yemnjoayyore 

0} diysuoneyal sity] Uo paywawU0d JoOUISyMe]] ‘preMoy apsea 
SUTpreSal a[syAeD poy o} siayay jNyIoe} AueUs spy Jo auo uy 

“avis atP Uo SUP]IOM suaINOge] 

paypysun pur pay[pys Jo wea) asny ayy aseueur oj pue Japio ur | 

syumoaoe ay} dosy 0} moy uTY ZuTyover ‘ssauuIg pue ssoutepuay 

yeutayed Yi ‘WnatUayg Je syIOM Jo yLap9 atp ‘sauAol AruazT 04 

SUDLIM IooUISyMELT SPjOYDIN 9q sABMTP [EM So}LINOAR] AT! “Suppear 
YyOM |e pue ‘ssacoid styj 0} WaUTeIse} ¥ are say] TEU], 

“squalp> pur ajdoadsyeio tog WM 

sdiysuoneyar Jo uoneAnNo Nyered yBnomp Mg ssuyp parse|q 

ot}. 108 Aqjenoe Aay], ‘suone}sadxa mo j1aaqns pue uepasaid 

pure wo eIMSayTYOIe YM Avid Jey) sustsap sanuaaut Het 


Suturquios ye paysyey AJanbrun area syeyyore asayy omeam 
ajqeasueyo Uy UopoNAsuC? Jo sanmMoyyip ay} 0} ‘uoneodsuen 
Jo sons}so] ou 0} ‘aTeos Ie s[etrayeu Jo yuouamMsord oy] Way 
‘SUOPL]AI ITLIOUGA pur aANBeID JO Sqam aarsuayxa pur xajdui0s 
ammbai ssurpimg ‘ssaoord aaperogeyjoo e uo saya aimjaayIDIy 
gpoos os SONIC TING ASHHL SANVW LVHL Li S1.LVHM OS 


‘anbiun Sunpatios paieaid suoseul pure siousiIsop 

asalp Jeuy Japurural ajqedeoseuy ue st S1omaTO}s ayIsmbxa 

at} Jaao sie8uy Surauni Apaarosip sdeysad ‘suzy paysoduioa 

Ajxa[duioo sey) punore Supe ‘ueuy 8upIstA Jo asouaradxa amy 

Ing 3Xs1W09 TEUISHO Ajay) Wy araMm ssuTplng ssetp [eorper Moy jsnf 
WO sn aed0]sIp ued saLINjuao Burssed jo sjaoya Sureneyy ayy, 

‘quesw AQUNOD sii UT amMIaITYIIE wey BuIsuey Joaaioy 

‘uleqig jo atqey [efouraoad pure ueyjodonaui ‘em pue veqim 

9y] ssoroe poynquystp sesnoy ANUNOd pue sayamyo jo wiayed 

JOYs-JoNeIs e psonpord s}oayTYoIe asal]], IO S908 ysy] at] — JoIpIY 

SeUIOY], ‘Ysnique, UYO! ToOUISyMEH se[OYDIN ‘qqeAy UYOL ‘Way, 

Jaydoysiyp :,S}oe1 Tore, sv saajasuuayy suLep 0} o[doad yspug 

IST at JO sUIOS Jo sLIOYe Jto1ay at Aq UoNeUIseuT reINdod 

al Ul peuyep efAjs y ,anboreg ysysuq,, payes-os arp st ‘spuryst 

989Y} Ul BAL) Ued JBI] USIsap [eINJIa]IyIIe poos jo sordiourd 
Jadaap atp noge Burpewos seye~sdeous yet] JWaWIOU aUQ 

“WIS|DISSE[D 2OURSSTRUAI PUR STUPOS [easTpautl at Jo WooI-auIsua 

atp ‘edomg jo jsvo2 ay Yo Jaremyppeq FeAMY[ND e aa om USA Shep 

ayy jo ATOUISUH yeIsNsaa v aaey aM ‘s8uTPTINg Mo moge snorasu09 

-fles Layo are am UTE} UT “WstAdos pur ayspsed ‘AyyeuIStI0 

‘sntuas [enprarpur inoge aimoaytyore Ul s\stxa JeYy Ajarxue 

ayy Jo yonut sidiepun yor] srqy, ‘sBurppmg Jato ay] Yoo, 

SsUTpINg ‘ou UPY] ayo aIOUL :[eNUeIAJoI pue oADeIAN 

SI ‘Ve WAH.LO ANV NVHL AWOW ‘AYOLODLIHOW 


Suaqoy phor] mayneyy Ag 
anboweg ysibuy ey) 


OIGNLS 


psemo} apse> 
$,JOOWWUSYME}H 

Se]}OUSIN pue YBniquepr 
uyor ye uoeonsnd 
BPL[NIIULIOA ‘Ya] JOR 
Jeag|aq Uoj}eas je 
BSEDIJEIS BY} Ul YJOMAUO}S 
peGeuep-aiy yo] 4e4 


|eAe|aq ucjees 
s,yBnuquea uyor jo 
UOJ} YINOS SU} ‘aAOgY 


SLYAGOY GACT MAHLIVW Ad SHdVYDOLOHd T1V 


ez0¢ VW QS JILIND SHL 


Sali puv s8urpjing ynoqy yseopod ary saonpoid 

PUP DeLIO}sTY [eIN}IIITYITIE Ue SI s1zaqoy PAT] MayUeTY 

® Wey] Woy yonu wea] ued aM pure Jeais ssuIpying 
SaxLUIJEYM Ul UoneINpe Wa}1ed kv si Joyo yore isuTese dn 
suiqqni aimsayyare 0) sayseoidde Sunse.quos om) asayy Surtees 
‘SOGL1 AY JO UsTUeIpEeg yooq-Adoo ‘aandtosaid au) ur weMey, 
ajoaT Raz] SapeyH pue uosuiqoy sewrouy, Aq Tater nq ‘sisusIsep 
se oINUal S,JOOWISyMEP] pus Ysnique, ZULINp pejajduroa jou sem 
SuIpyng op jo Sum Jsem auf ‘snatuUDIG snian.iA STjeqdueD 
wa[OD 10} S[Z| ul paonpoid Sutaeidua ary o} ATeNUO’D ‘[S] 
premoyY opises ye UeTp lusredde a1ow anboregq ay} jo astuoid ayy 
jo omnyrey ple HA WOM SNOANVITOWIS FHL SI SHAHMON 


‘aley STU] Jayns uayo ssuTpying weary ;, Aineeq an.Q jo Ase1euesep atp 


0] 9JOUI pus] ed 1oU ‘4}dn1109 a1oul sI Surpou, sasnoy sysniquep, 
jo pur ,alse] 10] JUIWeULO pur ‘sntUas 10 WaT OOIsTu 
Japling stp, ‘SeypInyp sayy PU IOOUISYMET] ULIEYY B}OIM 
‘SOGZ[ 8U2 JO OAL [eINJOayIYpIe ue ‘Ydyey saure{ js] pue yop 
SUTeO YOTYA ‘aInValyore sity sulese UoNsver ATeIoduiaiu02 aly 
asred 0} sn sdjay wrasnesaq inymy si wostreduros sty, WisTTe wg 
pue anboieg sy) usaemjaq apeul uayjo UostIedu0d e sayoaa 
‘gIN)Xa] PUR s[eLIe1eUI O} pred uonuSNe asojo stp pur ‘AlIprfos pure 
ys!em jo uoTsserdxa ay] ‘BUISSeUT INE Ip uo siseycdute sur, 
aau1sua oTNeIpAY $,ALX sino] Aq pausisap 
amjeoj Io1em e doje Suns ‘WIOMsyey) Je asnop] apeasey 
$,1ayoly SPULOU], UO SaSIOI JO spueq SUTTTYO ‘ay]-UrIOM ATjerayy] 
‘gleBNITUAIAA :sBUTsseIp [eIMdnos JaTayIpP YIM apstq Ajaantsod 
ssuIprMg asatp Ing ‘TEM ayy Jo s180T [eT9NYs ay) sserdxa 
0] AUO}s JO sysOTG UVaMjaq IND sjauTTeY ayduris TIM ATUOUTUOD 
SOUL ‘palstuly pue passarp are sauois ey] ABM ou] sUeSUT 
Ajduuis uoneonsny ‘ewerp sou ‘AyTUUe[Os aIoUl WYysIeMm aIoUr 
JUSUIA]A AY) BATS 0} UWUNJOS S10 B Jo TWsus] ay) dn uopeonsns 
Jo spueq paares Atdaap um 0} ‘sywauraya 1UaIAPfIp ou] Jo 
ayeos ou) pue suoniodoid ay) asueyo 0} ssausuTyiM supyeaiq-ayns 
B TDI ‘WSTTeULIOJ YOo-uwisaned Ja1s Aq punoqun wIstoTssEO 
JO WLIO] B SEM BINJISITYOIe SF, JOOWISMeEL] pue ysnsquer 
_Ap[ngad 1 ayeU O} AU) OURS JY] Je OU} ‘ly apse ayy 
Jo BUIGISWOS, UTe1AI 01 1USNEs af] ‘WOJTOqUITY WWaTDUe ay} Ie YOM 
sty se uO Uday sem Ysniquep 
woHneI0Sse Ue ‘aInjoaIToIe 


[PASTPAU SUPIOAD $.18M0} wWISI[® ul IO yoo q 

JOUIOI INO} SH YILM “eaoge -UsJe11ed JOLITS 
SUIP[INg 9U} Jo 1YBIam Jo9ys 

aly Suisiseydurs ‘premino smoq Aq, puno qun 

JueUleseq ey) Jo UoNeoNsn1 WISIOIs SBIO 

JO ULLOF Be SCM 

dN poo PYosLe 

SuUIyeoIg-9TNI 

S$, JOOUSyMeH 


pue ysniquer 


papueq-joiep ay], ‘ONeWeIp aly} Io] areyy jermMeu sysMARyd au 
ysnique, pue drysueursyeis snomosul jo uoWeUTquios SUTTyy 
atp aas nod ‘Bunod Bursp saey jo Aro}sty 918eq) B YIM aoeyed 
ainseayd no-}UINg B ‘BASeIMeN sepIsno [eared wWowas IV 
‘ped soyayseq uMo sty se esnoy 
alp Jo spunors au Ul IoURT YOIspoom [eadIpaul ayy Bupeaouas 
jo uy paysedsns ays ars ‘aovleg UNetUSTg UeNUesIEs 
aU 1B SUNTIAAO js09 dulpiesal , easel SulA|,, B SEM BY JEU] SIBVAT 
Sysnique, UYo{ Uo apeur YsNoIog}eP\ Jo ssatyInq at} sajou ay} 
JApIsuod JYSTH 3A *STUST[D Wet TIM sdrysuoneypel premiopysiens 
Jo Asva avy shee 1,UpIp LNAIWOW SIH.L AO SLOALIHOUV 


‘aINjoa}TYIIE 
BaI8 IO] SayxLUL }VYM $1 Wapasaid oO} drysuopeyer sapearo ‘o[qrKop 
STYTL, ‘Su[aej [NJTUINow! pue Burpeosg AQuajod ve 7 Su1ars ‘aoeds 

IO} pMoID pure apsof suumyoo a0 0Z ‘UINaTOsNeUI s,JOOWUISYMETT 
Ty ‘ammeyqequa atp dn pjoy 4jsnoreds suumyjoo ueasny, 

QT alam ‘auoYy WI ON arduray, s,ayueUTeIg 07} aTeduIOd ISM aN, 
‘TeMmovads Sumpowios saaatgor pur ajdura) puna Jo sapoyy ayy 
JO W110} YIIIF) OT} S9XL] IOOUISYMEH] “UIMsOsne|A] s,pIeMOZ] apseD 
uy UeY) Jarea|>D Juapaoaid 0} diysuoneyel sty pue saydiourd usisap 


OIGNLS 


ITPH 32845 
S,PABMO} 8]]SE4 Ul 
Bulpeyep jesisseya 
pue sjeydes 
aysoduic7 

'Y2| Jean 


paemo} aj}sez 32 
uonesysns 

ay PDe]e}s 10 
BP1D1 Ya] 1e4 


SULUN|O> Jo 
ySa10} asuap si 
yum uunajosneyy 
PIeMOH a]}se> 
sJoows Mey] 
Se/OUDIN ‘OAOGY 


zz0z YYW [GC SILI 3HL 


Pe ieicenys 


Vusie siy qo shag 


DAILY YPaUuUass 
9} adi unyy 


(hO9 $44 
n ran 


Oy Auqnes DuUYy 


7k OK oe 


a 


SHodourcpues y 


~wueg Aus 
FE URSILM Pp (OJ0H 


, abv yt 3 
SAAT DULL CU 
mous ( Sbu 
“ ALO 24 5.3} 


Uoulis wor its Ss 
24 ebioan ohcjq 
(aM (S £0. (CPap 
1 pufuaq buiagz 


iS0M loop 243 Yaym, 
+ 75 Gurumog 
Ol FP PaALsuD 
(xb4 Aqdiue uy 


Kouy bs 243q), 
OF O4y4byy Lee 


YPOUU LA (LON OF 
Tiqqal Uo sdy 
“ Pulul 
que sayoou) 
Ud Uosg Buiads 
sa 0adsy vasyoru) 
a50ym boqourm 


‘ 9 | 
dey 


— 
i 


PIbMOY (2DY7I TY 
| quien P py uy ; 
MCLE FO D tf 
ayo ayy 40 ! 
Bulypawes 
S( @dayL, 


Aaquris poy 935 
[244083 © (AluEg 
Otl ULYO? BLO 
aqold seats 
aut BAtt 
aiquis & Yaim, | 


ynogo zsap0ury 
2d OF YS yy OM 
Ubu psa00W Yy. 


zZ0Z YVIN ZG JILIN 3HL 


Uoabinzs 1(O>1N 
OP UBUYO S (4199 


' yaeqoow 
Keo 7, 


gosuyor s 40g 
OF epay daguiy 
(Sujuanzayg so gua 
“az Fo awoy ach 
BULALIG FUBM NOK 
UPty ayy Fou say 
fig Aqsbd ayy fo 

os + 31( 243 52H 
WAqs09 Awalar 
OF WIPUIDD PINdG 


| way (DUOH| VY B47 

burs + ary aaok 
da cp ‘4cns 

dadoid b UO NY | 


zy | 
A ou’ yarbh 
feud Leo aon 
WOLS 


aspasb D + |ULeMOY 

Pi 
1D DUM OF ‘ 
qoq Hun WN Pp) HLS 


21yey7sabup 
Guy $229U ay 
PSqUae Buy OF 


$20b aus Baym, 


papobsg B13seq OF 

Ufyrany WSLS 

| Sik) tages 2g 
Cea | 04S | MOLIOWIOT 
C4 Fi - RR 
‘ Janamoy ‘ibn agp 
HOA & NUAIE WD [ 


Farage as an 
18-year-old 
Combined 
Cadet Force 
member; 
speaking 
during the 
launch of the 
UKIP election 
manifesto on in 
April 2010; 
walking past a 
lorry bearing a 
campaign 
message in 
London, 2016 


The Critic Books 


details how in 1997, Farage went for hunch with Mark 
Deavin, a BNP activist, and then met Tony Lecomber, 
a convicted racist thug. These weren't people normal, 
displaced Tories tended to somehow meet. 

Farage has always strongly refuted any allegations 
of racism or bigotry. Crick, who assembles considera- 
ble evidence to challenge that position, largely gives 
him the benefit of the doubt, though not all readers 
will be so generous. Farage’s admirers will be more 
inclined to accept his argument that he did more 
than anyone to drive the overtly racist BNP out of 
British politics. 


WHAT ALL CAN AGREE ON is that national identity 
and immigration are central to Farage’s own politics, 
perhaps even more important to him than the Euro- 
pean issue. This is where Farage’s views are almost 
stunningly unclear. We know he never liked the EEC, 
EC then EU. But what did he want to do about that? 
He was a very late convert to the idea of a referendum 
on membership — he had to be bounced into sup- 
porting it on live TV — instead holding the fanciful 
Powellite notion that a majority in Parliament could 
be persuaded to end that membership. 

Before and after the 2016 vote, he appeared to fa- 
vour a Norwegian form of soft Brexit. During the mo- 
rass of the Theresa May years, he even came close to 
conceding the case for a second referendum. Sad as 
he would have been to be at the centre of another 
campaign, still less to lose it (or rather, see the Tories 
lose it) and stayin the warm embrace of the European 
Parliament. 

Longstanding leavers and hard Brexiteers, in oth- 
er words, could be forgiven for considering Farage 
very definitely not One of Us. Maybe he was happier 
when Britain was still in the union, since that gave 
him a clear role and never-ending attention; Farage 
has certainly enjoyed less prominence since we left, 
no matter how much he insists he’s loving his new life 
as a broadcaster. 

On domestic issues, Farage has some Thatcherite 
leanings of his own, perhaps to his political detri- 
ment. Farage’s occasional criticism of the NHS some- 
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now call the Red Wall. ‘Ihis leads to an intriguing 
What If question: could Farage have been even more 
electorally successful in the early 2010s if he’d added 
the anti-austerity cause to his populism? Could Fara- 
gist euroscepticism combined with populist eco- 
nomics have caused even more disruption by the 
middle of the last decade, and finally built a party 
instead of a vehicle? 

It seems quite likely that thought never even oc- 
curred to Farage, who emerges from this book as a 
hopeless political strategist. His various attempts to 
become an MP all fail, because he consistently picks 
the wrong places to fight, sometimes diverting UKIP 
resources away from places where the party has a 
real chance. Under a better leader, UKIP would have 
won the 2014 Heywood and Middleton by-election 
over Labour and begun a real march into Laboutr’s 
rotting heartlands. But Farage was myopically fo- 
cused on Clacton where his soon-to-be enemy 
Carswell would win his own by-election at a canter. 


ERE YOU MAY ASK, IF FARAGE IS 

sucha poor general, howon earth did 

he win such big battles? How did a 

man who operates at such a small 

scale — and no one does petty and 

vindictive quite like him — come to 
have such a large effect? This is where Crick is open to 
criticism, because his history of Farage is far too light on 
the wider political context that made it possible for his 
subject to become that historical figure. 

Immigration is a prime example. Tony Blair's deci- 
sion in 2004 to allow Eastern EU nationals free entry 
to the UK (and the refusal of France and Germany to 
do likewise) is a fundamental part of the Brexit histo- 
ry. It sent immigration shooting up the electorate’s 
list of concerns, could be discussed in non-racially 
freighted terms, and finally made EU membership 
tangible and visible to many. 

Hitherto, sceptics had talked about abstractions 
such as sovereignty and procedure: Britain was never 
going to leave the EU over weights and measures. But 
EU migration transformed the European issue, a bolt 


times cost him an audience with voters in what we | of lightning that Farage rode all the way. 
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Crick casts Farage as an almost vampiric figure, draining the life from others to 
sustain his decades of dominance over UKIP and its successor the Brexit Party 


Why? It’s often said that politics is a cynical business 
but that’s not true: most people in politics are believ- 
ers, or want to be, which is why they'll swallow it 
whole when someone touched with charisma prom- 
ises that this time will be different. Bigger parties do 
it better than Farage and UKIP ever did, because they 
weren't one-man bands. Richard Tice, the current 
leader of Reform UK — the Brexit Party’s current in- 
carnation — must experience some interesting emo- 
tions when he hears Farage insist that he has no inter- 
est in ever taking that leadership for himself. 


IN CRICK’S ACCOUNT, ALL THIS SCHEMING and 
betraying ensures that Farage can use UKIP largely 
as his own personal vehicle, a way for him to thrust 
himselfinto the limelight whenever possible and dis- 
play his undoubted talents as a debater and wit. But 
again, the question is: why? Farage the political oper- 
ator is captured here, but Farage’s political thinking 
proves much more elusive. What are Nigel Farage’s 
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politics? Even after more than 500 pages of Crick’s 
methodical investigations, the answer is not wholly 
clear. He has no apparent interest in policies — his 
UKIP had manifestos but he didn’t read them — and 
the last philosophy he read appears to have been JS 
Mill’s On Liberty as a teenager. The best guess is that 
he’s a golf-club Tory from his own imagined version 
of the 1950s, his brass-buttoned blazer impregnated 
| with the faint aroma of brimstone. 

In 1982, Enoch Powell gave a speech at Dulwich 
College in south London. In the audience was the 
18-year-old Nigel Farage, who immediately adopted 
| Powell as alifelong hero. Fourteen years before, Pow- 
ell’s “Rivers of Blood” speech had seen him cast out of 
politics. Idolising him appears entirely consistent 
with Farage’s views as a schoolboy. This account 
shows the young Farage being at least sympathetic to 
racist and far-Right positions, in addition to stories of 
the boy using unabashedly racist language. 

That’s striking context for what comes later. Crick 
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Yet this pivotal part of the Brexit story and of 
Farage’s story gets remarkably little attention from 
Crick, who is sometimes too busy re-fighting old bat- 
tles from his time asa Channel Four sleuth to describe 
the wider political landscape. His book could easily 
lose a hundred pages of the minutiae of dubious UKIP 
organisation and funding — there’s an entire chapter 
ona Kent call centre that is largely pointless, however 
much Farage might have sweated about it at the time 
— to make room for proper coverage of what the rest 
of the political world was doing as Farage rose. 

That's especially true of the Conservatives, who 
when it comes to Farage provided another illustra- 
tion of Robert Conquest’s Second Law: the behaviour 
ofan organisation can best be predicted by assuming 
it to be controlled by a secret cabal of its enemies. 


FARAGE’S STEADY RISE TO national prominence 
over the first 15 years of this century came as the 
Conservatives repeatedly made his case for him, then 
insisted they would not act on that case. William 
Hague, Iain Duncan Smith and Michael Howard all 
told voters that EU membership was bad for their 
country and they'd been denied a say on that. Then 
came David Cameron, whose handling of the Euro- 
pean question was so adroit that the Conservative 
message could eventually be captured by my friend 
Alex Massie’s lethal summary; “UKIP are right. Don't 
vote for them.” 

Cameron became Conservative leader in 2005 
with the support of many Tory sceptics, claiming to 
buy his promise to pull the party’s MEPs out of the 
federalist European People’s Party grouping. Not for 
the first time, David Davis wasn't cute enough in a 
race to deliver eurosceptic desires, failing to make 
this pledge in his losing leadership campaign. 

“Dave” then made a “cast-iron” guarantee to hold a 
referendum on the Lisbon Treaty, which he promptly 
abandoned shortly before becoming PM. His hitherto 
invincible ratings against Gordon Brown never recov- 
ered from that, Tory anti-Europeans sourly noted. 
And his diminished poll standing ended with the 
hung 2010 general election result that, though it didn't 
seem like this to many at the time, put him at the mer- 
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cy of his own backbenchers, whose righteous fury 
was greatly added to by the number of frontbench 
spots they lost out on to Lib Dem ministerial cuckoos. 

This stuff was catnip to Farage and his kippers, 
who for several years referred to Dave as “Cast Iron’. 
Yet oddly, none of this is set out in Crick’s book, even 
though it makes copious room for intricate discus- 
sions of UKIP’s relations with other groups and par- 
ties in the European Parliament. ‘he result is some- 
times like reading an account of a yachtsman making 
a great solo voyage that tells you all about the boat’s 
rigging and navigation but never mentions the sea or 
the wind. Farage may have caught the breeze and 
used it to take him where he wanted to go, but many 
others made the weather. 

His entanglement with Donald Trump is a similar 
case. Buried in Crick’s narrative is confirmation that 
this was largely something that happened to Farage, 
not something he made happen — the Donald, 
watching Britain and Europe from afar, saw an op- 
portunity to use Farage, so reached out and drewhim 
into Trumpworld. There is something almost Zelig- 
like about this account of Farage reshaping himself to 
adopt Trump's agenda, the self-proclaimed classical 
liberal embracing protectionism like a buxom intern 
unwise enough to fall for his charms. 


SO DID FARAGE MAKE HISTORY just by being in 
the right place at the right time? There’s certainly an 
element of thathere. But there’s something else, root- 
ed in what may just be Farage’s most important trait, 
one much under-rated in politics: stamina. Time af- 
ter time in this tale, Farage emerges from yet another 
night of boozing to get back on the stump, back on 
camera. Year after year, he keeps on keeping on. He 
endures. Aaron Sorkin wrote that decisions are made 
by those who show up, and Farage always shows up, 
whatever the weather. 

No doubt the man himself, excessively fascinated 
by wartime generations who fought real battles for 
freedom, would prefer a Churchillian phrase. “Keep 
buggering on,” Churchill wrote, That is just what Ni- 
gel Farage has done, never minding where he got to, 
as long as it wasn't him who was buggered.@ 
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DON’T KNOW WHO TAGGED Anthony Hold- 

en “Golden Holden”— perhaps Holden him- 

self — but it turned out to be not so much an 

admiring portent of his career as a savagely 

ironic joke. | first met Holden in his golden 

phase when, in 1981, his mentor Harold (Har- 
ry) Evans was made Editor of The Times by the paper's 
new owner, Rupert Murdoch. 

What Harry might have guessed, and the small 
gaggle of loyal sidekicks he brought over from the 
Sunday Times might have better served him by work- 
ing out, was that the great campaigning editor, fa- 
mous for championing the limbless thalidomide chil- 
dren in their legal battle against the drug’s 
manufacturer, had been coaxed out of his redoubt at 
the Sunday paper by the lure of becoming editor of 
the “top people's paper”. 

Murdoch had bought both daily and Sunday pa- 
pers from the Canadian, Ken Thomson, son of Roy, 
Lord Thomson of Fleet, for a relative song. The big 
prize was the Sunday broadsheet, minting more than 
amillion pounds a week; more troublesome was what 
to do with The Times. 

In 1967, Thomson had charged Harry’s predeces- 
sor, William Rees-Mogg, father of Jacob, with making 
the paper more popular, which he did. For all his dou- 
ble-breasted chalk-stripe suits and faux aristocratic 
drawl, William — like a social climbing Thackeray 
hero, a nineteenth-century gentleman posing as an 
eighteenth-century toff — had a knack for the sort of 
publicity stunt that would sell papers. To that end he 
approved a full-page advert from the fertilizer firm 
Fisons featuring the glamour model, Vivien Neves, 
kneeling, stark naked, her nipples lifted high as she 
tended to her long blond hair. 

But advertisers complained about the sudden rise 
in circulation and the cheeky tone of Mogg’s Times. 
Where are all the top people we are paying to reach? 
they asked. Thomson blinked and Mogg was told to 
return the paper to the status quo ante. So long as the 
Sunday paper prospered, the company could carry 
the small losses at The Times. 


THEN ALONG CAME MURDOCH. Now deeply in 
debt from the Times deal, he needed to maximize rev- 
enue from the Sunday paper and stem the bleeding 
from the daily. Making the bluff Northerner Evans the 
Times editor could have been a daring masterstroke, 
oraruse to winkle him outofthe safe haven of the Sun- 


day paper with a view to expunging him altogether. 

While Harry’s heroic reputation was among jour- 
nalists as the master of quali-pop journalism, with 
| fine writing on edgy topics run alongside lively graph- 
ics and great photographs, newspaper owners 
thought of him as a noisy spendthrift. As Conrad 
Black once said, woe betide an editor who overspends 
when his proprietor is up to his neck in debt. 

Harry couldn’tfind many among the Sunday Times 
editorial top brass to join him in his new task: switch- 
ing ‘the Times from a stuffy, complacent, Oxford col- 
lege of a paper into a singing and dancing daily acces- 
sible to all. Inthe end he only managed to persuade his 
chief designer Edwin Taylor, who was largely respon- 
sible for Evans’s design manual Pictures on a Page; 
Bernard Donoughue, who had been James Cal- 
laghan’s political adviser in Downing Street, to watch 
his back; and Holden, who was promised the earth if 
he would take charge of features department. 

At the Sunday Times, Holden had been an inven- 
tive and amusing Atticus diarist, as Mogg had been 
before him, but his life was blown apart by writing a 
best-selling pre-Diana biography of the Prince of 
Wales. To keep some of this Charles windfall from the 
Inland Revenue, it suited Holden to work abroad for a 
while. He set his sights on becoming a Washington 
correspondent. 

Harry was not prepared to fire the Sunday Times 
grandee in DC, Henry Brandon, but as soon as Thom- 
son closed the two Times titles in what turned out to be 
ayear-long failed bid to impose new technology on the 
print unions, Donald Trelford, editor of the Observer, 
pounced, offering Holden the paper's top slotin Amer- 
ica’s capital, which was quickly accepted, despite Har- 
ry’s increasingly extravagant blandishments. 


WHEN HARRY SWITCHED TO Zhe Times, he need- 
ed the energetic 32-year-old Holden to execute his 
cultural revolution. So to woo him back he told him, 
“T’'m 52. I've told Rupert I'll do this job for eight years. 
‘Then you can take over. Think of it, lad — editor of The 
Times at 40. I'll groom you.” As Holden knew, Harry, 
for all his genuine genius, floated on a sea of flattery 
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After Harry Evans’s fall, the soubriquet “Golden Holden” was quietly dropped. 
He spent the rest of his career writing spicy biographies and playing hold’em poker 
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and false promises. The 
helm of The Times was 
not his to give away and 
the hard-nosed Mur- 
doch had other plans, 
as would soon become 
cleat. 

As events quickly 
began to unfold in the 
Gray’s Inn Road, Hold- 
en’s dream of inherit- 
ing The Times seemed 
increasingly unlikely. 
Within a year, Harry 
had been unceremoni- 
ously defenestrated 
and Holden, volubly 
protesting at his men- 
tor’s shabby ousting, 
resigned too (That’ll 
show ‘em!). Harry re- 
ceived a generous sev- 
erance package from 
Rupert; Holden got 
nothing. 

What went wrong at The Times? Harry, an oldman 
in a hurry, felt that almost all the incumbent Times 
journos were smug, lazy, and beyond re-education. 
He and Holden relished harassing and humiliating 
old Times hands and they conspicuously recruited 
fresh faces at inflated salaries even before the old fac- 
es had been asked to clear their desks. 

And Harry spent money like a lottery winner. At 
the Sunday Times, as publication day loomed, heads 
of department had learned to ignore Harry’s endless 
fiddling and simply get on with getting the paper out. 
Atthe Times, there was no one to check Harry’s relent- 
less changes of heart — we used to joke, “The editor’s 
indecision is final” — and the old printers, fresh from 
breaking the Thomson management, were happy to 
accede to his last minute changes, even if it meant 
working overtime at treble the usual rate. 


OLDEN MISTOOK THE WAILING 
in response to Harry's chaotic man- 
agement style as treachery and 
thought Murdoch's impatience 
watching his money squandered 
was due to a political vendetta. He 
still appears to believe the same today. But Holden's 
inability to notice the dark clouds forming over Harry's 
desk and his failure to urge his Northern hero to trim 
his sails before he hit the rocks at speed only confirmed 


that he lacked the seriousness of intent, calculating 
mind, and rat-like cunning essential to prosper at the 
top flight in journalism. 

The period surrounding Harry’s fall was, however, 
Holden’s finest hour. After that, the soubriquet “Gold- 
en Holden” was quietly dropped and he has spent the 
remainder of his career out of the limelight writing 
spicy biographies, including two more lives of Prince 
Charles, translating opera libretti into English, and 
playing hold 'em poker. Harry stood by him, ensuring 
that the American publishing houses he headed 
would always offer the generous advances Holden de- 
manded. 


COULD HOLDEN’S LIFE HAVE BEEN any different? 
Well, yes. He might have not gone all in on his pact 
with Harry to win a Fleet Street editorship. He might 
have remained at the Observer, though his conspicu- 
ous lack of a serious interest in — rather than a tribal 
devotion to — progressive politics would likely have 
kept him from the editor's chair. And Trelford was far 
more wily and worldly than Harry and successfully 
saw off coup attempts and management shenanigans 
to remain editing the Observer until it was sold to the 
Guardian in 1992. 

And Holden might have approached journalism in 
a different way. The backbone ofhis memoir is a string 
of parties and meetings with famous — and some not 
so famous — people, in which Holden reveals himself 
to be a starstruck rube. He describes one such beano 
thus: “I was standing in one of the most galactical cir- 
cles I have ever graced — the Styrons, Katharine Gra- 
ham, Art Buchwald, Lillian Hellman and others — as 
[Teddy] Kennedy strolled up the lawn.” 

Note the phrase “I have ever graced”, which be- 
trays the Stockholm Syndrome at work. Holden so en- 
joyed mixing with the glamorous rich and famous, he 
somehow came to believe he belonged among them. 

Itis hard not to conclude that Holden takes himself 
a little more seriously than he might. This slender 
self-justifying self-portrait follows — by nearly 40 
years — a collection of his journalism, titled, as if we 
hadn't grasped his preferred peer group, Of Presi- 
dents, Prime Ministers and Princes. For all his intima- 
cy with glamorous, powerful people, Holden’s mem- 
oir echoes the pathos of Budd Schulberg’s self-pitying 
line in On the Waterfront, delivered perfectly by Bran- 
do, “I coulda had class. I coulda been a contender. I 
coulda been somebody.” 

But perhaps Holden’s epitaph is to be found in the 
astute summary of David Frost’s television career 
made by the otherwise uncatty Kitty Muggeridge: “He 
rose without a trace.” @ 
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F YOU'VE EVER WONDERED how letters 

were delivered in the ancient world, you could 

do worse than to read Procopius’s Secret Histo- 

ry. Every bit as scandal-filled as Donna Tartt’s 

classic campus novel of the same name, it de- 

scribes life in the court of Justinian, Byzantine 
emperor from AD 527 to 565, but digresses brilliantly 
on the intricacies of the Roman postal service. 

The cursus publicus was hailed for its efficiency, at 
least until Justinian got his hands on it. Procopius 
claimed that a message entrusted to the sys- _ 
tem could cover ten times the distance of 
an individual in a single day. It worked 
by running couriers between a series 
of stations arranged along estab- 
lished routes. Each was equipped 
with 40 horses and an equivalent 
number of grooms and, in some 
cases, overnight accommodation. 

There was not, as you might have 
imagined, a changeover of courier, but 
rather of horses. The same tireless postie 
covered between five and eight stations by 
horse-drawn carriage per day or, by the calculation 
cited in this book, up to 120 kilometres if the missive 
was particularly pressing. 


STEPHENSON, A PROLIFIC SCHOLAR of Byzan- 
tium, has a wonderfully sharp eye for data and detail. 
His book examines the journey by which the Roman 
Empire progressed from being ruled from several dif- 
ferent cities in the fifth century, among them Alexan- 
dria, Antioch, Constantinople and Rome itself, to just 
Constantinople, home to Procopius, and the “New 
Rome” of the book’s title. 

I sat down expecting a narrative history of the fall 
of Rome, but was pleasantly surprised to find a por- 
trait of the changing empire populated by statistics 
and technical hypotheses ofa kind one would usually 
encounter in a copy of the Economist. The first ten 
pages alone contain references to cosmogenic radio- 
nuclides, the Maunder Minimum and the Early An- 
thropocene. I confess I needed a dictionary. 

Itis hard to think of another historian who applies 
such a scientific approach to ancient history, except 
perhaps the Stanford professor Josiah Ober, who has 
applied political theory and modern economic mod- 
elling to information garnered from classical sources 
to equally eye-opening effect. The terminology is not 


Constantinople, formerly Byzantium, was the 
principal base of the emperors from Theodosius | 
(“The Great”) in the final quarter of the fourth centu- 
ry onwards. The city was beautified with a wide vari- 
ety of art and architecture, including the famous 
Egyptian obelisk, the arrival of which in the late 
fourth century is seemingly as mysterious as the ap- 
pearance of the monolith in 2001: A Space Odyssey. 

‘The new Hagia Sophia rose under Justinian (below 
left, in a mosaic from the Church of St Vitale in Raven- 
na) in less than six years thanks to the work of 10,000 
builders. A rival to not only the Pantheonin Rome, but 
also the Church of St Polyeuctus in Constantinople, 
the building apparently boasts such sophisticated 
acoustics that — according to another great detail in 
this book — a reverberation beneath its dome 
can last up to 11 seconds compared to just 
two or three in modern concert halls. 


FOR ALL ITS BEAUTY, life in Con- 
stantinople was often unsanitary, 
and difficult. “Ihe porticoed streets 
and baths were thronged with citi- 
zens,” Stephenson writes, “most of 

them with chronic ailments and bad 

breath.” Up to 40 per cent of people 
born during the Late Roman Empire died 

before the age of 18. 

Many of them would unknowingly have been suf- 
fering the ill effects of exposure to pollution. ‘The 
main source of this in Roman times, says Stephen- 
son, was smelting, especially of silver coins issued 
since the first century, which released lead into the 
atmosphere. While it was usually slaves who were on 
the frontline ofthis process, practically everyone was 
at risk owing not to water pipes, but to their use of 
saucepans, typically made from lead and tin. 

Attempts to answer the time-old question of why 
Rome fell have been characterised in recent years by 
anew awareness of the role that factors including pol- 
lution and climate change played. Anyone who has 
shrugged at the suggestion that the weather had any- 
thing to do with the demise of such a mighty empire 
will, I think, come away from this book persuaded 
that climate change and natural disasters provide an 
important part of the answer. Far from being moralis- 
tic and attempting to apply the examples of the past 
as a warning, Stephenson lays down the evidence un- 
emotionally, and lets it speak for itself. 

The causes of change were not purely driven by 
human behaviour, though smelting and, even more 
so, heavy warfare in the era of invading Huns and 
Vandals, had a significant environmental impact. 
Pollen records reveal a dramatic decline in the grow- 
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ing of cereals in Greece by about 600AD and, from the 
seventh century, pollination was happening predom- 
inantly through nature rather than agriculture. 


THE ROOT CAUSE OF THIS was the destruction of 
arable land following invasions and the decline in hu- 
man settlements. Add to this diminishing sunlight 
— measurements of “deposited radionuclides” indi- 
cate a significant reduction of light between the mid- 
fourth and late seventh centuries — and we are look- 
ing at a radically different landscape in this period 
from that of the High Empire. 

Natural disasters (or were they?) also played a part. 
‘The later fifth and early sixth centuries witnessed a 
number of major volcanic eruptions. Vesuvius, which 
famously buried Pompeii when it awoke from seven 
centuries of dormancy in 79AD, erupted in 472 and 
512, bookending, as Stephenson notes, the overthrow 
of the last Roman emperor, Romulus Augustulus. 

Another as-yet unidentified volcano erupted in the 
northern hemisphere 24 years later. A contemporary 
account records the eclipse of sunlight. The event is 
confirmed by evidence from tree rings and ice cores. 
In the same period, Constantinople suffered the ef- 
fects of an earthquake, famine and plague, the last of 
which was believed to have originated in Africa about 
540. Such was the plague’s virulence that, by spring 
542, it was said to have claimed 10,000 victims a day. 
Within two years it had reached our shores. 

The effects of Yersinia pestis, the bacterium re- 
sponsible, have been identified in human remains 
interred at Edix Hill in Cambridgeshire and else- 
where. Although the disease is long thought to have 
been carried by fleas on rats, the lack of rat bones 


prompts Stephenson to doubt that rats were the prin- 
cipal vectors. 

It was only natural for people living through these 
dire days to blame the gods or a decline of religion. 
Some even drew a connection between the darkness 
following the volcanic eruptions and the outbreak of 
plague and waras the future ofthe empire hungin the 
balance. Stephenson is more cautious: “Whether 
there is any direct or causal link between the global 
climate event and the arrival of plague in the Medi- 
terranean basin has not yet been determined.” Never- 
theless, the accumulation of material he cites, care- 
fully tied to the chronology of events, makesit difficult 
to deny a connection. 


PARTS OF THE BOOK ARE uncomfortable reading 
in light of current world events. The plague that swept 
the empire kept coming back, recurring throughout 
the sixth century and even into the mid-eighth, at the 
same time as the light was faltering and unknown 
volcanoes were continuing to throw up their pesti- 
lence to further darkness. Papyri cited by Stephenson 
indicate that taxes rose to three times higher than 
their rate before the plague pandemic, reflecting not 
only the disruption and death toll brought about by 
the disease, but the effects of crop failures and cli- 
mate events, too. 

All this makes for a sobering but fascinating histo- 
ry. Not for a long time has a book surprised me as 
much as this one did. What it lacks in narrative drive 
it more than makes up for in scope and close scrutiny 
of scientific evidence. I have been quoting passages 
and surprising facts to everyone around me ever 
since putting it down.@ 
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Searching in vain for 
Hitler’s lethal edict 


Richard Overy 


ISTORIANS OF THE Third Reich 
have tried for years to search for the 
essential smoking gun — the docu- 
ment that shows unequivocally the 
moment when Hitler ordered the 
genocide of Europe’s Jews to begin. 

From everything we know about Hitler’s practice 
of dictatorship, such a document does not exist. There 
was perhaps, as Peter Longerich, author of this new 
study of the Wannsee Conference in January 1942, 
suggested in an earlier volume, an “unwritten order”. 
But probably not even an order. Everything that could 
be known has been examined with forensic thor- 
oughness. 

What we have are Hitler's prompts and nudges to 
those on the anti-Semitic front line to promote ever 
more radical solutions to the “Jewish question”. About 
his own paranoid vision of a world Jewish conspiracy 
that pitted German against Jew in a world-historical 
struggle there has never been any doubt. 

It is now some 80 years since the gathering of 14 
senior ministerial officials and security personnel at 
the impressive mansion overlooking Lake Wannsee, 
on the outskirts of Berlin. The Wannsee Conference, 
once one copy of the minutes was discovered in 1947, 
has Jong been seen as a critical turning point in the 
long history of National Socialist anti-Jewish policy, 
the point at which, so it is often argued, a “final solu- 
tion” embracing all the Jews of Europe was settled 
upon and then implemented with a grotesque thor- 
oughness over the years that followed. 

This is an interpretation that has been widely de- 
bated, since the minutes show that no actual decision 
was taken, while the two principal architects of the 
genocide, Heinrich Himmler and Hitler himself, 
were absent. Much of the meeting was concerned 
with the complex legal arguments surrounding the 
so-called Mischlinge, part German, part Jewish, 
whose status was not clearly defined either at the 
conference or in the arguments that followed it over 
the next two years. 


SCEPTICS HAVE SEEN THE conference as a product 
of bureaucratic in-fighting, with the head of the Reich 
Main Security Office (RSHA), Reinhard Heydrich, 
trying to defend his brief to deal with the Jewish ques- 
tion, first granted in 1939 and renewed by a directive 
from Hermann Goring in July 1941, but increasingly 
challenged by the pre-emptive murder of hundreds of 


thousands of Jews in the wake of the invasion of the 
Soviet Union. On this reading, the conference was a 
step to the “final solution”, but not by any means the 
smoking gun. 

The two books reviewed here have presumably 
been designed as anniversary books, though the pur- 
pose is not made explicit. Longerich has based his 
short account around a fresh translation into English 
of the protocol found in 1947 and useful brief biogra- 
phies of the participants, but there is little that is not 
already well known, not least from his own publica- 
tions. 

Longerich makes the case that the meeting was a 
critical one for Heydrich, whose “final solution” brief 
competed with Himmler’s impatient support in 1941 
for ever more radical (i.e. murderous) if improvised 
solutions carried out by the security forces in the East, 
often with little prompting from the centre. 

In the aftermath of Wannsee, the two men moved 
closer together, Heydrich orchestrating the shitt to a 
European-wide deportation of Jews in the conquered 
areas, Himmler’s men beginning the systematic, 
camp-based killing of Jews deemed to be unfit for la- 


bour, while those whose labour-power could be 
squeezed out before they died were sent to work 
camps or concentration camps. 

The onset of mass murder, whether immediate or 
through debilitating work, was certainly not new in 
spring 1942, but its scope and speed increased. With 
the war deadlocked, there was no longer anywhere to 
expel the Jews, so that the final solution became final 
in the sense in which history now knows it. 


MUCH OF THIS ANALYSIS can be found repeated in 
Hitler’s Prophecy, a renewed attempt to find the miss- 
ing linkin explaining the Holocaust. Simon Burgess is 
convinced that historians have failed to take Hitler at 
his word when in January 1939 he told the German 
parliament that if Germany were ever to be plunged 


THE critic 62 MAR 2022 


GAMMA-KEYSTONE VIA GETTY IMAGES 


JOHN MACDOUGALL/AFP VIA GETTY IMAGES 


The minutes of the Wannsee Conference show that no actual decision was taken, 
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into a world war again, itwould be Jewry who would be 
annihilated, not the German people. 

‘This, he claims, is the key to the genocide: once the 
war became truly global with the entry of the United 
States in December 1941, his prophecy was somehow 
put into practice by the apparatus of killing already in 
operation in the East. 

‘This is scarcely a revelation, though historians have 
been in many cases unwilling to read too much into 
the prophecy, given the great deal of history that fol- 
lowed. Hitler, it is well known, repeated his prophecy 
(dating it to the start of the war, to link war and an- 
ti-Semitism together) in 1941 and early 1942, and no 
doubt his lethal rhetoric was taken as a form of per- 
mission by those trying to work out what to do with the 
millions of Jews now under German rule. 


But there is so much more to the explanation of the 


genocide and its course, not least the need to examine 
where Hitler’s anti-Semitism came from, and how his 
fantasy of Jewish conspiracy was constructed and 
communicated, which might have placed the prophe- 
cy more squarely in its historical context. 

As it is, Burgess offers a short, accessible history of 
German wartime anti-Semitic persecution, but this 
makes clear that the mass murders in 1941 were the 
product of a complex set of circumstances and policy 
initiatives, but scarcely the product of the prophecy on 
which he focuses. 

His final claim that historians have failed to grasp 
the importance of the shift to twin strategies of gassing 
and forced labour in spring 1942, which must have had 


Hitler’s imprimatur, is without 
substance. If anything, this is an 
overworked argument, particular- 
ly in much of the recent Ger- 
man-language literature. 


WHAT NEITHER OF THESE brief 
surveys addresses is the imperial 
paradox faced by Hitler and the 
National Socialist leadership once 
the drive for “living space” had be- 
gun. The areas in central and east- 
ern Europe where the empire was 
to be constructed held the majori- 
ty of Europe's Jewish population; 
the further Hitler pushed his Ger- 
man empire eastwards the more 
Jews had to be ruled. There are few 
hints that Hitler really understood 
this paradox when he inaugurated 
the imperial project, but Germans 
on the ground in Poland, then in 
the Soviet Union, had to confront it ona daily basis. 

It was this ethnic reality that produced a confused 
response once the programme of empire-building 
had begun. Heydrich’s brief and Himmler’s terror in 
the Rast were designed to create an empire cleansed 
of Jews, one way or another. Since expulsion to Siberia 
was no longer possible by late 1941, murder became 
the obvious alternative. Hitler’s promptings pushed 
the whole system towards a comprehensive genocide 
to extend the partial genocide already practised since 
summer 1941. 


IT IS ALSO WORTH RECALLING that that the impe- 
rial project targeted millions of non-Jews as well, who 
were to starve, or be worked to death, or murdered in 
the hundreds of anti-partisan sweeps. ‘The messy re- 
ality on the Eastern Front meant death to millions of 
Slavs and Roma as well as Jews. This was a toxic em- 
pire, founded on war and ruled with genocidal disre- 
gard for the new subject peoples. 

The Holocaust was the most extreme consequence 
of the dilemma of imperial rule, derived from the 
conspiracy theory that Hitler's prophecy alluded to, 
and given nodded approval by the fourteen men as- 
sembled at Wannsee. 

In the end, neither of these books really adds very 
much to what is already known from the extensive fo- 
rensic efforts of a generation of Holocaust historians. 
As anniversary books, if such they are, they are a dis- 
appointment. Not so much a smoking gun as spent 
bullets. @ 
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Strange happenings 
backin the USSR 


Robert Thicknesse 


ID IT REALLY HAPPEN? Did that 
place really exist? The further it shrinks 
in the rear-view mirror, the more 
wholly improbable the Soviet Union 
seems, some feverishly over-imagined 
sci-fi comedy-horror, a fairytale of in- 
decipherable meaning written by a madman. 

James Birch’s rollicking book about late-80s Mos- 
cow, as he dreamed up the plainly ridiculous idea of 
holding a Francis Bacon exhibition in that peculiar 
place, pithily brings it all right back with bracing black 
comedy. As a fellow celebrant of those dog-end Soviet 
years, memories subsequently overlaid with gaudier 
images of the later Moscow came storming back. 

It’s all here: how flying to Moscow always felt like 
going to prison, shadowed by the queasy fear that 
you'd never get out. Once there, everything was a hal- 
lucinatory dream of booze and hilarity, with flashes 
of random, desensitising horror. 

‘These Russian scenes, with Birch’s disturbingly 
acute memory of the smells and other particularities 
of Old Moscow, would really be 
enough for a jolly memoir on their 
own, but there is more to the exhila- 
rating ride of this short book. 


THE GROTTY LONDON OF THE 
early 80s was a different universe 
from the gimcrack, security-goon- 
infested poncification we now inhab- 
it, and the days of the 20-something 
Birch’s blithely happening gallery 
down by Stamford Bridge (at least 
some things never change: pissed-up 
Chelsea trogs would poke their heads 
round the door asking “What's all this fucking shit, 
then?”) make the point that our own past is just as for- 
eign as the Russian one, if marginally less frightful. 

To all appearances rather hopeless, the Neo Natur- 
ists were 29-year-old Birch’s headliners in ’85. You 
might dimly remember Jennifer Binnie doing a Lady 
Godiva on a white horse down King’s Road to publi- 
cise her show. Jennifer lived in a Camden squat with 
Grayson Perry, the bolshie potter rather far from the 
celeb darling of the twenty-first century. 

The Neos’ gimmick was nudity and body painting 
and their bit of the artworld was pleasingly skint and 
carefree. One evening, Birch rolls up to a party on 
Campden Hill with the punk poet David Robilliard, 


runs into Russophile academico-cultural gadabout 
Bob Chenciner, who in an access of drunken genius 
tells Birch to take his artists to Moscow rather than 
New York, and that the mysterious Klokov will fix 
everything, and we're off. 

Birch tracks down this Klokov - who tuns out to be 
an urbane KGB cultural fixer - in Paris, and is be- 
guiled by his accompanying siren Elena Khudiakova, 
correctly beautiful and unsmiling, a “high priestess 
of fashion” variously togged out for “a high-end roller 
disco” or “a Wham! video directed by Eisenstein”. 


AS USUAL WITH RUSSIANS, everyone has obscure 
motives and arcane uses for everyone else, only some 
of which ever become clear, so an intricate quadrille 
ensues as things unroll with the curious inevitability 
that so justifies Russian fatalism. Birch, his reading 
list full of Dostoyevsky as ordered by the exigent Ele- 
na, goes to Moscow, and shadowy machinations in 
the Union of Artists result in a Bacon rather than a 
Perry exhibition becoming the plan. 

Luckily, Bacon (“Eggs”) is an old pal of the Birch 
family, and James knows his elusive gentle and 
charming side as well as the abrasive drunk. Back in 
London we plunge amid the world-class bores and 
freaks of ’80s Soho, its locus classicus the ghastly old 
Colony Room with its collection of pissed-up bitches. 
Birch shuttles about like a guileless Candide, report- 
ing back with likeable candour on things he has no 
right to remember. 

The rest is history. The exhibition 
happens, and half a million Musco- 
vites queue round the block for Ba- 
con's visions of horror, some way 
from Party-time Soviet art with its 
camp factory workers and allied non- 
senses, and they leave messages in 
the visitors’ book that remind you of 
the point of art. 

Just about everyone in the book is 
dead now, except Birch (left, shown in 
his passport photo) and Perry: Bacon 
backin 1992, then the rest — his lover 
John Edwards, Klokov, Chenciner, bit-part players 
like Misha Mikheyev from the Union of Artists, the 
raffish biker-arthound Johnny Stuart, Grey Gowrie — 
even the enchanting Elena, a rather tragic figure with 
“a broken brain” who drifts through the book like a 
sad muse. 

Birch and his co-writer Michael Hodges have put 
together something strong and beautiful, a monu- 
ment to basically grim times and places that retained 
at least some paradoxical, vestigial human traits, all 
the atmospheres of the freakish past that joltingly re- 
minds us how fantastically random the world is, and 
what a blast the Soviet Union could be — just so long 
as you had that return ticket. @ 
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COUNTRY 
NOTES 


Forbidden fruit 
Patrick Galbraith wonders why so 
many refuse to shoot woodcock 


ELIEVE IT OR NOT, even among 

ruddy-faced men who blaze 

away at plump pheasants while 
wearing little tweed trousers there can 
still be a fair dollop of virtue signalling. 

Currently tucked away at the back of 
my freezer are six woodcock. For those 
of you who've never had the pleasure, 
woodcock are chunky wading birds 
with long bills, round bodies like 
cricket balls, and intricately patterned 
Tusset plumage that allows them to go 
| unseen when they’re hunkered among 
the warmth of fallen leaves in wintery 
woodland. They are also, brains and 
innards included, absolutely delicious. 

At the tail end of January, in 
Hampshire, I set out with three local 
guys and their spaniels. It was one of 
those mornings when shimmering 
sunlight runs through the trees like 
water but frost lies hard all day. Dick 
Carne, who'd invited me, is a woodcock 
nut. Books detailing the species’ 
remarkable life are piled up in his 
kitchen while cases of stuffed 
woodcock line his stairs. 

“How we do it;’Dick explained, as 
his three cockers tore through the 
brambles, “is we’ll only push this bit of 
ground once a year, always in January, 
and we count every rise to ensure the 
numbers stay steady.’ Dick has been 
chasing woodcock [or almost 40 years 
and he’d shot the first bird of the day, 
50 yards out, before I'd even seen it. 
“That's classic’, he told me, as his 
chestnut dog dropped the bird at his 
feet, “it got up from under that big 
holly. It gives protection from 
sparrowhawks, you see’. 

I watched as Dick ran his fingers 
| over the bird’s breast before plucking 
its pin feathers and sticking them in his 
cap. It had most likely been born in 
Russia or Scandinavia. There is a small 
resident population here, but most of 


what we see are migratory. 

When the weather in the far north 
turns and woodcock can no longer get 
their soft bills into the frozen ground, 
they fly south. In hard winters it’s 
thought 1.5 million of them seek 
temperate sanctuary in Britain. Dick's 
approach of not setting foot on his 
ground for most of the year and only 
shooting after Christmas, when the 
migrants have arrived, seems to be 
working. In recent years they've seen 
more birds than ever before. 


WE WEREN'T WEARING tweed 
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breeks, The brambles would've torn = 
them to ribbons, leavingus standing 
naked in the woods. 

But on the sort of days when people 
do, there'll always be somebody who 
falls over themselves to tell you they no 
longer shoot woodcock. “Wouldn’t 
want to eat a resident and the migrants 
have come such along way” — indeed, 
old boy, almost as far as all those 
pheasants you've enjoyed shooting this 
season that were hatched from eggs 
brought over from Poland on a lorry. 

“Tt’s just so nice to see them fly,’ is 
another common refrain. Absolutely, I 
bet they love being pushed from pillar 
to post by beaters each week while 
their cousins enjoy Dick’s silent patch 
of Hampshire. 

Recently, when digging in the 
famously messy Shooting Times | 


| i 


CHRISTOPHER PINCHER ON DRINK 


Labour of love 


March winds, April showers, bring forth May 
flowers is a proverb known to every English 
gardener as well as many schoolchildren. It reminds us 
of the passing of the cold season and the anticipation of 
brighter, cheerful things to come. It also reminds us (or 
at least the some of us who take a peculiar interest in 
these things) that the vineyards of the northern 
hemisphere, having slept under a carpet of leaves and 
brushwood during winter, are ready to waken. But 
before the blustery month, comes the barren one. 

February may be a nothing time for most, but for the 
vintner it is time for the tireurs to clean up the mould 
and cut back the dead wood to mineralise the soil and 
make light for the new leaves. Their labour is the 
essential antecedent to the work that must be done 
today. For as the temperature climbs, so do the shoots, 
and thus the first job for the vintner is to trellis his vines 
on taught steel wires, hung horizontally in rows, so the 
plants creep upwards not outwards, clear of the ground 
for better light and aeration. 

But trellising lianas and re-tensing wires are not the 
total of the work. Pruning to promote regrowth and 
strategic replanting are also vital to the success of the 
vineyard. The spring sap rises and is secreted through 
the little scars left by the vignerons’ secateurs and so it 
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Tourhedos Rossini 
y 


“ eos 


the sanctity of Lent — repel me from 
conventional kinds of penance. 


I WANT TO DEFY the absurd propa- 
ganda of meat-haters, who try to shame 
the ill-informed into vegetarianism 
with mendacious allegations about the 
environmental cost of carnivorism. 
Scientifically, they're on a par with 
Pythagoras’s denunciation of “passion 
proteins” and the meat-phobic 
campaigns of the nineteenth-century 
evangelists who hawked joyless, 
overpriced breakfast cereals. 

Talso want to expose the folly of 
people wha, in flight from the butcher’s 
shop, grab textured soy concentrate 


"For God's sake, think of the bill!” 


from supermarket shelves: theirs is the 
idiocy of the ersatz. If you want 
something like meat, have meat. If you 
don't want meat, have something 
unlike it. My sacrifice would be greater, 
of course, if] disliked rare steaks and 
juicy roasts. But I like vegetables, too. 
So that's all right. 

Being a Spaniard helps. Traditional- 
ly, in Spain, vegetables form a distinct 
course, rather than sharing a plate with 
the serious bits of the entrée. Served 
separately, portions of both elements of 
a balanced meal can be mercifully 
bigger than in the English prodigium of 
“meat and two veg”. 

Some meat, moreover, is too good to 
be garnished. To pair Tournedos 
Rossini, for instance, with peas or 
cabbage, or foie gras with chips or 
beans would be as sacrilegious as 
putting Chateau d’Yquem in a cocktail, 
or serving cognac-and-coke, 


ROSSINI’S FAVOURITE DISH is the 
most defiant gesture an eater can make 
against woke drivel, vegan ideology, 
dreary economy and politically correct 
puritanism. If prepared correctly, 
it combines offences of alleged 
ecological impropriety, alleged dietary 
imprudence, and alleged indifference 
to animal welfare. It outrages every 
frail sensibility and challenges every 
prevailing orthodoxy. Yet in Rossini’s 
case it fed genius. So, it’s good enough 
for me. 

As with all great dishes, there are 
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rival ways of doing it. Most modern 
recipes should be eschewed, because 
they make concessions to the criticisms 
of the bien-pensants or truckle to 
whatever's “trending” My recipe is 
unorthodox in some ways, butis a 
triumph of trial over error, and admits 
of no compromise. 

I start with an unbarded filet 
mignon, marbled with fat. [rub in olive 
oil — not what Escoffier would have 
done, but invaluable to guarantee the 
right balance between a caramelised 
carapace and meltingly tender flesh. 
The foie gras is a thick tranche from the 
liver of a well-nourished goose. 

My family used to holiday on a farm 
in the Dordogne, where the happy 
geese gave one almost as much 
pleasure, as they squawked and 
wobbled cheerfully through life, as they 
did after death in providing 
incomparable repasts. 

So I ate them without compunction. 
The slices of truffle, which should dot 
the foie gras and overflow onto the 
surface of the steak, are best if white 
and black are mixed. 


TO SALT BEFORE SERVING is an 
abomination, which can ruin the 
meats. They should be seared quickly 
in a ferociously hot pan with a ridged 
bottom, and the foie gras switched to 
top the steak before reserving, briefly, 
while madeira — sweet and rich, for 
preference, such as Bual or Malmsey 
— swills out the pan juices, and anoints 
the meat: the fashionable habit of 
pouring the sauce around the edges, 
like the red rim round a tired eye, 
enhances neither appearance nor 
flavour. The sweetness of the sauce 
complements the hot foie gras, as a 
Monbazaillac or Sauternes will do 
when you serve it cold. 

By Holy Week, will I have exploded 
with protein, or engorged on lipids, or 
collapsed from heart failure, or 
perished from scurvy? No — because 
ty pudding of fresh fruit shall keep, 
simultaneously, the vegetables at bay 
and the proteins in check.© 
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SHOOTING TIMES/SARAH 
FARNSWORTH FUTURE 


PUBLISHING LTD 
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archive, I found a feature from the 
1950s which noted that some prolific 
shoots in the West Country saw 
numbers of woodcock plummet when 
pheasants were released. 

‘The thinking was that the noisy 
non-native birds disturb woodcock 


during the day, in years when they'd bred successfully, 
when they like to woodcock in January, and grouse when 
sleep. Impressively, | they were plentiful. 
when they drift Ajolly announcement that youno 
out of the trees at longer raise your gun to woodcock 
twilight to feed, might be met with positive murmurings 
woodcock will at elevenses. But I’d be more impressed 
often eat their bya man who said no thanks to 
own bodyweight pheasants but happily set out with dog 
in worms. and gun, in the depths of winter, when a 
fair wind has blown those beautiful 
NOT LONG birds across the sea. But enough virtue 
AGO, I visited a signalling for now. The season’s over 
retired Norfolk and I’m off to get my little tweed 
gamekeeper who told me his grandfa- trousers dry cleaned.@ 
ther believed releasing game-birds was —— 
wrong and that shooting is about Patrick Galbraith’s In Search of 
harvesting a sustainable surplus of birds | One Last Song: Britain’s disappearing | 
that are here naturally. It’s a view that birds and the people trying to save 
requires a profound understanding of them will be published by William 
nature: you'd only shoot grey partridges Collins in April. 


is said that the vines weep for the passing of the winter 
and for the coming of warmer weather. 

The piled earth around the roots is cleared away and 
the ancient tier-cavaillon toothed hoe is set to work 
breaking up the ground to ventilate the compressed clay. 
Without such help the soil, starved of oxygen, will not 
feed the roots of the rising plants. Timing is essential. 
Tilling too early is a risky business for spring frosts can 
wreak havoc with young growth exposed to the elements 
before it has time to mature. 

However, if done properly and carefully, the tears of 
the vines are wiped away and the first foundation of a 
successful grape harvest is assured. First foundation but 
not last, As the strength of the sun intensifies so do the 
vine branches — by up to six inches each day. 

To protect the plants from collapsing they must be 
disbudded and suckered to reduce their weight and 
continually tied up to the trellis poles then trimmed by 


nimble fingers working fast against time. Itis a tedious 
task made all the more so by its manual nature, yet it has 
been done for all time. 

Of course, whilst the tireurs toil in their fields, some of 
their customers while away March on the other frontier of 
France, criss-crossing the Alpine catwalks and ski-ing the 
Chamonix slopes, Easter in the mountains is a time for 
Glihwein and party games. Red wine, heated and spiced 
with cinnamon sticks, cloves, star anise, orange, sugar and 
vanilla pods, perhaps with a shot of something stronger, 
combine to keep out the cold whilst waiting for the return 
of warm weather. 

Because it will come, and when it does a new vintage 
is born and laid down, another cuvée created, and the 
hope and expectation of new and wonderful pleasures 
are bottled, bought and uncorked.‘© 


Christopher Pincher is the Government deputy chief whip 
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ROOT & 
BRANCH 


Paradise regained | ~ 


Hephzibah Anderson is inspired 
by avision of lost splendours 


URING A RECENT SPELL of 

family self-isolation, my 

daughter became obsessed 
with a vintage film adaptation of 
Philippa Pearce’s 1958 kids’ classic, 
Tom’s Midnight Garden. While it 
didn’t, strictly speaking, count as 
home-learning, it was apt in its way, 
opening as its eponymous boy hero is 
sent to quarantine with an aunt and 
uncle while his younger brother lays 
bedridden with measles. Tom is 
warmed on arrival that he’s going to 
find it terribly dull, since the childless 
couple live in a flat with no garden. 

Their home, however, is part of a 
once-grand house, and when a 
grandfather clock in the hall strikes 15, 
Tom ventures outdoors to find the 
neglected courtyard transformed into a 
bucolic idyll. Here, emerald lawns lap 
technicolour herbaceous borders; 
there are topiary hedges and a maze, 
trees to climb, roses and lilies and 
delphiniums. 
This vision of botanical bliss comes 

complete with a playmate whose dress 
reveals that Tom has somehow slipped 


back in time to the property’s Victorian 
heyday. 


AS A CULTURAL MOTE, lost gardens 
hold an enduring appeal, reaching all 
the way back to that first forfeited. 
paradise, the Garden of Eden. In the 
eighteenth century, Grand Tour-goers 
came home to country estates and 
erected picturesquely crumbling follies 
in homage to the classical ruins they’d 
visited, flirting with dereliction even as 
their own host of under-gardeners 
laboured to keep nature in check. 

Then came the First World War, and 
the subsequent labour shortage. Rising 
death duties meant that these same 
Jandscaped grounds began to fall into 
genuine abandonment, their camellias 
and rhododendrons running rampant, 
their glasshouses overtaken by 
brambles. 

Today, the phrase “lost garden” is 
synonymous with Heligan in Cormwall, 
whose grounds have been restored as a 
living memorial to the cataclysmic 
losses of the Great War, but other 
forgotten feats of humankind’s 
always-temporary mastery of 
the natural world have been 
rescued up and down the 
country. 

Some banish the wild 
passing of time a little too 
completely — Painshill Park in 
Surrey, for instance, which 
adorned Wedgewood crockery 
made for Catherine the Great 
before falling into disrepair in 
the 1940s, and Bridgewater, 
the RHS’s newly opened 
revival project near Salford. 
Others, like Warley Place 
nature reserve in Essex — 
once home to an Edwardian 
lady horticulturalist who gave 
her name to the prickly 
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perennial Miss Willmott’s Ghost, and is 
said to have carried a gun in her 

handbag to deter bulb thieves — allow 
fresh growth to clamber over old ruins. 


THE START OF EACH growing season 
requires we gardeners to recreate the 

“lost” splendour of the summer before. 
‘That's certainly what it felt like down at 


the allotment once we were finally free 
to venture out again, post-Omicron. 

Husks of leftover artichoke heads 
marked the plot’s perimeter at one end, 
while a few winter greens skulked 
beneath wind-buffeted netting at the 
other, but in between its beds were 
blurred by tussocks of encroaching 
couch grass, fuzzy-edged as though 
sketched by someone convinced they 
can’t draw. All those long, warm hours 
of digging and raking, sowing and 
hoeing — the past few months had left 
barely a trace of them. 

In a back garden, the imaginative 
leap required to conjure up images of 
peak-season bounty at this time of year 
doesn’t feel quite so great. Trees, 
shrubs, lawns — they all endure 
through winter’s somnolent murk. But 
even here, nostalgia is a spur. As we 
plan and later plant, we're so often 
chasing the “lost” gardens of our 
childhood, trying to recapture a little 
something of the labours of those 
parents and grandparents who first 
gave us the gardening bug. 

Ieft the allotment with a sore back 
and boots heavy with mud. I'd weeded, 
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I'd dug a runner bean trench and 
shovelled in extra compost, and I'd also 
done some reshaping. As the afternoon 
faded and the birds commenced their 
bedtime chatter, I surrendered to some 
time travel of my own: suddenly I was a 
girl again, reluctantly heading in to 
supper, but not before taking one last 

| greedy gulp of the outdoors. 


‘The allotment is as much of a garden 


as my own daughter's so far known, 
and thinking of her love for that story of 
an enchanted garden where there is 
none, I was glad that in rediscovering 
our “lost” plot I'd also done away with 
its formerly straight, classically 
allotment lines. My hope is that in 
adding curves to its beds, come 
summer, it might resemble a little more 
closely the garden that I grew up in. @ 


Singles 
club 


Thomas Woodham- 
Smith on the appeal 
of the unsellable 


DEALING 


NTIQUE DEALERS are 
inexorably drawn to the single 
«&.. chair even although they rarely 
sell, particularly when a bit broken. 

Now, a single chair is not inherently 
valueless, For example, Bileen Gray’s 
“Dragons” armchair sold for a sliver 
below €22 million back in 2009 and 
there are many examples of single 
chairs selling for tens of thousands. 

But don’t be beguiled. The vast 
majority are unsellable box and every 
dealer’s store will be peopled by 
ostensibly fascinating items nobody 
but another dealer would give house 
room to. 

‘The appeal (and simultaneously the 
trap) is twofold. Firstly, there is the 
canard of knowing exactly what 
something is. The other day I bought a 
single Windsor armchair in yew wood 
and elm that had the distinctive 
under-arm baluster splat and crinoline 
stretcher of the famous Thames Valley 
Prior Family of Uxbridge. But I failed to 
consider the commercial reality of the 
chair; I knew exactly what it was, and 
flattered myself into buying it. 


ALITTLE KNOWLEDGE IS a 
dangerous thing, and a lot of 
knowledge even mote so. My first boss 
encouraged me to buy with my 


stomach and work out what the 
purchase was later. If you buy with your 
intellect the tendency is to buy the 
familiar or the classic. These days that 
is the kiss of death. 

The second, even more 
uncommercial, approach is to buy 
something because it is delicious ina 
particular way and hopelessly damaged 
in another. Broken legs, damaged 
splats, wobbly structure, destroyed 
upholstery or missing elements should 
all be red flags. But these faults can bea 
draw if the timber is rare, or an aspect 
of carving is particularly fluid or if the 
chair stands in a well-mannered way. 

Chairs are lovely things and almost 
everyone has a favourite. We describe 
them in human ways: they have legs, 
backs, knees, arms, shoulders and even 
sometimes ears. They are constant 
companions — the friend who never 
criticises and bears all that we throw at 
them — until they collapse. 


“They used actors with lived experience 
for this production of Cats...” 
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Country chairs are usually Windsor 
chairs. The maker begins with the seat 
and the back and the legs all joint into 
it, usually literally with holes drilled 
into the seat and everything glued in. 

A town chair is made more like a box 
which has no sides, in other words as a 
jointed frame where the legs and 
joining rails support the structure. But 
chairs’ essential simplicity belies the 
infinite variety the form offers. Itis a bit 
like a sonnet, 14 lines and a very 
formalised versification, but within that 
structure a cornucopia of expressive 
opportunity. 


I AM NOT WORSE and certainly no 
better than most: I have eight single 
chairs at the moment including my 
recent indulgence. Nothing however 
compares to the stock of the Rossi 
family dealership in Turin. We used to 
go there once a year to see if we could 
buy something: but most of what you 
admired was not for sale — this time. 
‘The family comprised a large, suited, 
immobile old man who sat silently in a 
chair and his effervescent, chattering, 
bird-like, equally elderly sister. 

Looking around involved enteringa | 
large apartment block and going from | 
floor to floor viewing seemingly 
unrelated apartments, each with a 
random name on the door. Each was 
huge and high-ceilinged; room after 
room were crammed full of stock, 
almost exclusively marvellous things. 

But we never went to the top floor. 
Eventually I squirrelled up my courage 
and asked what was up there, and the 
sister replied that though there was 
nothing for me, she would show me... 
if wanted. 

Of course I did. Entering, a wave of 
dust blew into my face and I imagined 
myself as the first into Tutankhamen’s 
tomb. I walked slowly through eight or 
ten rooms of single chairs, all piled on 
top of each other, higgledy-piggledy. It 
was an astonishing sight, more like an 
artwork than a storeroom. I guess I saw 
more than a thousand chairs. Whatever 
I do, I will never be that bad. 
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Gaspingly chic 
Hannah Betts is addicted to 
smoking accoutrements 


STYLE 


HIS MONTH'S STYLE TIP is a 

bobby bargain: a crisp tenner, 

or thereabouts, to look young, 
edgy and achingly nihilistic, with no 
negative results whatsoever apart from 
a slow and unpleasant death. But, then, 
| isn’t life itself a slow and unpleasant 
death? One may as well look chic 
dragging oneself through it. 

Smoking, man, it’s totally back. I 

know this because a 12- and 14-year- 


on their death sticks, they observed: 
“Every primary school child over the 
age of 8 has a vape. Their parents may 
not know it, but they do.” I suppose this 
should have been clear from the array 
of paedo-chic flavours: a riot of 
popsicle peaches, bananas and berries. 
Although, hats offto a Yank variant 
called “Mother's Milk,’ obv. 

1 knew that a saccharine vibe 
ptevailed as, a few years ago, a 
millennial invited me to suck on his 
vape at a party. Never not game for 
some bracing new come-on, I gagged 
| on the horror of deep-throating a 
current bun. “For the love of God, 
man,” I cried. “Cinnamon,” he intoned 
dreamily, evidently from the My Little 
Pony-school of seduction. Still, the 
association works for some as a study 
by E-cigarette Direct discovered that 
60% of vapers reach for their e-snout 
immediately after intercourse. 


EVANGELISTS MAKE MUCH of the 
Public Health England and Royal 
Society of Physicians line that vaping is 
95% less harmful than cigarettes. 
However, in nippers, they give every 
appearance of being a gateway into the 
old coffin nails, then providing a 
convenient source of nicotine between 
French and double chemistry. 

A study funded by Cancer Research 
last year revealed a 25% rise in 


old informed me. Sucking nonchalantly 


| 


18-34-year-olds who smoke. That this 
occurred during a pandemic in which 
breathing became something of a 

fraught activity is the sort of ravishing 


irony mirrored by the popularity of 
smoking following the great flu 
epidemic of 1918 — that other Twenties 
that roared, puffed and choked. 
Obviously, the drug-addled, 
kittenishly beautiful Euphoria posse 
— “vape girl’ below — are all at it. (“It’s 
not OTT, it’s true to life,’ quoth my 
pubescent sources.) Meanwhile, 
popstrel Dua Lipa, 26, has become the 
poster Zillennial 
for appearing on 
Insta fag-in-hand. 
However, it’s not 
merely the young. 
Gaspers are back 
on our screens in. 
the hands of Shiv in 
Succession, Sylvie 
in Emily in Paris, 
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and fashion fright Carrie Bradshaw, 
who sucks away on cancer tubes with 
new pal Seema in the unspeakable Sex 
and the City sequel And Just Like That. 


PLANET FASHION NEVER REALLY 
stopped puffing, eating being cheating 
and all that, meaning the accessories 
are to die for. Cartier’s lighters are 
sublime fetish objects (from £720, 
cartier.com), its vintage numbers still 
more beguiling. Celine has lighter cases 
(from £290, celine.com), lighter-holder 
necklaces (from £420), and jazzy metal 
match boxes (from £670). 

Over at Yves Saint Laurent one can 
purchase steel cigarette cases, in 
embossed black croc (£205, ysl.com). 
And, if one’s pocket 
money won't run to 
these, there are black 
and white matchboxes 
“evoking the iconic 
cigarettes of the 
Maison Saint Laurent” 
at £10 a pop. Saint 
Laurent, of course, is 
the home of Le 
Smoking, the female tuxedo jacket of 
1966 and ever onward (current 
approximation £1,890). God’s teeth, 
now | gaze atit, I crave one. 

As to whether the current rash of 
micro-bags, suspended wallets and 
phone carriers is put to tobacco-toting 
purposes, the answer is clearly “yes” 
Albeit, vapes get tucked under bra 
straps, ready to drag on during break. 
Where callow youths stow them | 
wouldn't like to hazard. 


PROPLE CLAIM THAT cigarettes are 
addictive, however, accident waiting to 
happen that I am, I can’t seem to 
manage it. Perhaps it’s having lived 
through the Seventies when the world 
came fogged. If tobacco is the scent ofa 
good time for the spring chickenish, it 
was once the scent of everywhere. 

[recall looking after a neighbour's 
budgie that, when bathed, turned from 
green to blue, so tarred had it been. Its 
owner ran the local sweetshop, 


HBO; YSL 
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chugging away over acrid chocs. 

My own grandfather, Dead Fred, got 
through 80-a-day, a feat I childishly 
imagined involved a fag between each 
finger. His wife once inserted gnarled 
hands in both folds of flesh about her 
mouth, pulling back her face to show 
us what she would have looked like 
sans smoking, provoking hysterical 
screams. 

I shall sate my longings with Caron’s 
Tabac Blond, created in 1919, and the 
scent of flappers fagging it. Otherwise, I 
shall be forced to remain tragically 
unfashionable, tediously alive.@ 


Time is not 
ahealer 


Claudia Savage-Gore 
refuses to settle for 
second best 


HOT HOUSE 


O WE WENT TO A dinner party 

the other day (I know! Come 

back Omicron, ail is forgiven!) 
and talk turned to the way public 
schools are expanding across the 
world. So you have Harrow Beijing, or 
| whatever, This man kept saying it was 
‘like Starbucks’ and complaining that 
each school’s ‘actual values’ aren’t 
accurately exported, and instead the 
values of whichever grim ex-pat 
community the school is in get copied 
and pasted over everything. 

Like, you go to Sherborne Qatar, and 
lo and behold, it’s rather more uptight 
than Sherborne, Dorset. Didn’t get the 
Starbucks analogy really, as I thought 
the whole point of Starbucks is that it's 
the same everywhere. 

Sorry, I know, I'm sounding bitter. It 
turns out time is emphatically not a 
healer. I’m still properly mourning 
Lyra’s rejection by St Paul’s. Will, 
missing the point as ever, keeps 
suggesting Lyra could still go there for 
sixth form. Does he not realise what St 
Paul's girls are like? Joining at 16, when 
the entire pecking order has been in 


place for five years, is basically signing 
your daughter up for public execution. 


ANYWAY, WE'VE ACCEPTED a place 
at this new school in Marylebone for 
gifted and talented children instead, 
which I’m putting a brave face on. We 
nearly got cold feet and went for City of 
London Girls, but it just felt so much 
like settling for second best. Literally, if 
you'Te going by the league tables. 

Couldn’t do it. The clincher was 
when I googled “CLSG Alumnae” and 
the only one I'd even heard of was 
Dido. Wondered why I hadn’t applied 
this principle before, and cheered 


SSS SSS SS 
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“The taste was fine, but the 
presentation only got me 5 likes.” 
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myself up slightly discovering that the 
only actual A-lister St Paul’s had to offer 
was Rachel Weisz. 

The tricky part has been acting like 
this U-turn was our decision, and 
implying to everyone that we went 
off-piste by rejecting St Paul's, rather 
than vice versa. 

My friend Jemima sussed this out 
immediately. She's making a huge 
thing of sticking with state for second- 
ary, having randomly sent her kids to 
the local primary in Camden. She's 
been boasting about this since 
pre-school, and the “community” at 
this terrible-sounding school, conven- 
iently forgetting that it might as well be 
a prep because you can only go there if 
you live on one particular road of 
massive houses. 

Is that how the “catchment area” 
thing works? Frankly it sounds like all 
the smugness and none of the results 
of private, but what do I know? MY 
CHILD WAS REJECTED BY ST PAUL'S. 


ANYWAY, JEMIMA KEEPS saying how 


important it is that her girls have a 
“rounded” worldview, and that they 
don’t feel “othered” (i.e., poor) by her 
peers holidaying on yachts. Apparently 
she expects her kids to acquire this 
diverse worldview at the highly 
selective Henrietta Barnett, in 
Hampstead Garden Suburb. FES. 

Which, along with Camden School 
For Girls, is essentially a private school 
for London parents who are too tight to 
pay up like the rest of us. Or who want 
to feel woke, without any damage to 
their daughters’ connections. 

Speaking of which, I’ve been feeling 
weirdly sentimental about Lyra leaving 
her insane Hampstead prep, where half 
the parents are oligarchs, Nobody there 
would dream of humblebragging about 
the glorious diversity of state schools. 

But then yesterday an invitation to a 
pool party — held at the child’s actual 
house in The Bishop's Avenue — 
appeared. And Lyra started asking why 
we don’t have a pool, and I nearly hada 


panic attack in the utility room. @ 


Sacred Cows 


Joe Wright: 
Auteur of 
awfulness 


Written by Alexander Larman 
Illustrated by Joe Ciardello 


N THE 2017 WORLD WAR TWO FILM Darkest 
Hour, there is a would-be showstopping scene 
towards the end. Winston Churchill has recently Fs 
become Prime Minister, replacing Neville 
Chamberlain, but he is beset by a cabinet, led / \ 
by the oleaginous Lord Halifax, who favour a course of 
appeasement towards Hitler and Nazi Germany. a. 
Churchill, portrayed under heavy make up and ina P 
fat suit by Gary Oldman, heads to the London ~_ 
Underground to consult a conveniently racially, socially } 
and sexually diverse group of Londoners about what 
should be done (“What is the matter? Have you never \ 
seen a prime minister ride the Underground before?”). 
One by one, the awestruck Londoners offer their 


unanimous counsel on what must be done. All declare : * = 


that they will fight the fascists until the bitter end, and 

chant “Never!” when Churchill suggests that there 

might be the possibility of an advantageous peace deal 

with Hitler. \ 
The vignette then concludes with the Prime Minister 

reciting Macaulay's “Lays of Ancient Rome’, and a black \ 

fellow passenger completing the quotation, as Churchill iy \ 


~~ 


is moved to tears by the straightforward common sense \ 


and decency of his fellow passengers. 

Itis one of the stupidest and most dishonest scenes 
in any major film in living memory. Not only does it 
bear no resemblance to historical fact, but it simplifies a 
complex political situation into a level of caricature that 
would not disgrace a children’s cartoon. 

The script, by Anthony McCarten, is of course to 
blame, but the scene, to say nothing of the film as a 
whole, is regrettably typical of its director Joe Wright: 


wll 


Chard 


not so much style masquerading as substance as 
stupidity masquerading as profundity. 


Prejudice in 2005, he has managed to make two 
categories of motion picture: the overrated and the 


WRIGHT IS STILL A RELATIVELY YOUNG MAN, dismal. In the first category can be counted such 
not yet 50, and has been making films since his thirties. films as his 2007 Ian McEwan adaptation Alonement, 
Beginning with a glum and dull take on Pride and Darkest Hour and the 2013 Tolstoy travesty Anna 
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Karenina, And in the latter are such out-and-out flaps 
as The Soloist, Pan and The Woman in the Window. 

Ittakes skill, or at least good networking skills, to 
continue a career after what should be career-ending 
disasters, but Wright has managed to persuade 
Working Tide Films to continue funding his pictures, 
presumably in the belief that he is an auteur who should 
be thus indulged. 

Now, he has come up with yet another would-be 
bright idea. Believing that Rostand’s Cyrano de Bergerac 
would be improved if it were given songs by the glum 
American indie band The National's lead songwriters 
Aaron and Bryce Dessner, Wright's latest film Cyrano 
stars Peter Dinklage as Rostand’s hero, and is based on 
a stage play by Dinklage’s wife Erica Schmidt. 

Not to be upstaged in any contest of potential 
nepotism, Wright has cast his own partner Haley 
Bennett as Roxanne, the object of Cyrano’s unrequited 
affection, and has filmed the whole shebang in Sicily 
during the pandemic. In a recent interview, he 
described his intention as “to make something 
beautiful in the face of these fucking bleak 
circumstances” and described it as “certainly one of the 
best times of my life’ 

While Wright was able to have a lavish Sicilian 
holiday with his beloved, and to make a new picture at 
the same time, there may be less appeal for the rest of us 
in his “reinvention” of Cyrano. 


IT IS UNFORTUNATE THAT its delayed release 
happens to coincide with a stage revival of the play 

in Britain, starring Wright’s Atonement star James 
McAvoy as Rostand’s hero. In the much-praised new 
adaptation by Martin Crimp, directed by Jamie Lloyd, 
Cyrano spits out epithets with the aggression and style 
ofa grime artist. In Wright’s film, Dinkdage sings doleful 
songs in a gravelly voice, like an even more lovesick 
Leonard Cohen. Ironically, the frilly, fussy film may 
be the more conservative of the two representations 
of the story. 

But if there is an abiding characteristic of Wright's 
career, it is a near-heroic dedication to getting it wrong, 
Tt was not an inspired idea to take a faithful, witty Tom 
Stoppard adaptation of Anna Karenina and ruin it by 
yoking it to a poorly conceived meta-theatrical 
presentation of the story, just as his continued 
dedication to placing Keira Knightley in the lead roles of 
his films shows a loyally unwavering belief in her talent 
that many cinemagoers have long since ceased to share. 

And it was misconceived to believe that what people 
really wanted to see in a film about Peter Pan was an 
origin story about the friendship between Pan and 
James Hook, with the villainous Blackbeard camping it 
up on the sidelines. 


He has managed 

to make two 
categories of motion 
picture — the 
overrated and 
the dismal 


WHEN WRIGHT’S FRIEND Tom Hooper came 
spectacularly unstuck with his terrifyingly unhinged 
version of Cats, it destroyed his career; he has not made 
a film since. Yet Wright seems to live a charmed life. 

He has directed many artistically and commercially 
unsuccessful pictures, most recently his version of AJ 
Finn’s novel The Woman In The Window, which came 
into difficulty when it transpired that “Finn” a 
pseudonym for Daniel Mallory, had a Walter Mitty-like 
relationship with the truth in both his life and work. 

After a chaotic post-production, the film’s cinematic 
release was scrapped and it crept onto Netflix. But 
Wright, who dismissed it as “the expression of a lot of 
anger’; was able to move onto his Sicilian jaunt without 
noticeable damage to his career. 

Many more talented directors who have not been 
granted the indulgence that Wright enjoys have seen 
their careers crash and burn. Yet there is something 
about the ostentatious middlebrow pictures that Wright 
continues to inflict on audiences that presumably 
appeals to financiers. 

Never mind that many of his flourishes are simply 
misplaced or misconceived; the famous five-minute 
tracking shot of the Dunkirk evacuation in Atonement, 
for instance, replaces what should be growing tension 
with dramatic inertia. He has acquired a reputation, 
largely talked up by himself, of being little less than the 
new David Lean, and therefore given an indulgence that 
only true auteurs must be granted. 

However, | have another solution. Wright has made 
much of his humble (i.e non-public school and 
Oxbridge) background, the son of the proprietors of 
a puppet theatre in Islington. Might he not be 
persuaded to return to puppeteering, no doubt with his 
preferred star Knightley on hand to supply a variety of 
voices and gestures? 

Then he can indulge all of his grandiose flourishes to 
his heart’s content, albeit in miniature, and cinema 
audiences can be spared any more of his exercises in 
egomania. Let's leave it to the puppets. @ 
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THE MORNING AFTER WALES'S FIRST 
win at Twickenham for 20 years, Gwyndaf 
found his father dead in his armchair, a cold 
mug of tea beside him, the television still 
on. On the armrest was the diary in which 
he recorded his life’s ephemera. The last entry read: “Went to the 
shops. Phoned Gwyndaf. Watched the rugby.” The old man’s 
final whistle blew before he could note down the result. 

When Gwyndaf told me this story a few months later, I 
suggested it must have been comforting to imagine that his 
father had died in the glow of a 26-19 win, the first away win 
against their rivals since 1988. “Maybe so, maybe so,’ Gwyndaf 
reflected. “Though it may have been going behind 16-3 after 
half an hour that killed him.” 

‘The previous year’s SIX NATIONS, in 2007, had been 
disastrous for Wales. Orit had been perfect, depending on how 
youlookatsuch things. They lost their first four matches, pipped 
even by Italy, butin the final game, roared on by Hymns and Arias 
in Cardiff, the home side pulled one out of the bag, 27-18. Like the 
song goes: “As longas we beat the English, we don’t care” 


STEREOPHONICS, GOOD VALLEY BOYS from Cwmaman, 
had written that in 1999 for a BBC Wales trailer ahead of the 
match with England at Wembley, a “home” game on enemy 
soil while the Millennium Stadium was being built. Wales were 
playing for nothing but pride having lost to Scotland and 
Ireland; England were undefeated and led 7-0 after two 
minutes. ‘T'wo more tries came before the break but Neil 
Jenkins, that ginger metronome, kept swinging his boot straight 
and true to stop them getting away. With five minutes left, 


SCOTT GIBBS' LAST-MINUTE TRY AT 
WEMBLEY IN 


England led 31-25; then arrogance came off the bench. 

First Clive Woodward, their head coach, demanded that 
English ribbons be attached to the trophy before the final 
whistle; then his men turned down a penalty that, if converted, 
would have sealed the win. 

How foolish to test the rugby gods. ‘Two minutes into injury 
time, Scott Gibbs, the Wales centre, barged and jinked past five 
defenders to score. With Jenkins kicking the conversion, 
England lost the grand slam, the triple crown and the title to 
Scotland on points difference. As that great Welshman, Windsor 
Davies, might have said: “Oh dear. How sad. Never mind” 


AND NOW HERE WE ARE AGAIN, ENGLAND PLAYING 
WALES for the 138th time, the men in white leading the series 
by five. They each lost their opening game of this year’s Six 
Nations: Wales coming within five minutes of their first 
scoreless match in 15 years before a consolation try against 
Treland, while England lost consecutive matches against 
Scotland for the first time since 1984. Both won their second 
match but the title is France's to lose. England need to beat 
Wales to get momentum before they go to Paris. Wales, as 
always, only care that they beat the English. 

It will test friendship at ALL SAINTS’ BLACKHEATH the 
following morning as this English churchwarden prays for a 
reason to be magnanimous to the lay reader, daughter ofa 
Penarth vicar. Clare is preaching and I have drawn her attention 
to the allotted epistle condemning “disgraceful and 
underhanded ways; surely a reference to what goes on in the 
scrum. 

Blackheath is where this rivalry began, as well as playing a 
part in its continuation, since the headmistress of the church 
school is mother of Nick Tompkins, the Wales centre. Two 
minutes away from All Saints’ is the Princess of 
Wales pub, where the England and Wales teams 
got changed before their first international on 
February 19, 1881. They then had to walk for 
half a mile, cutting across what is now the car 
park of Marks & Spencer to play on Mr 
Richardson’s field. 


BLACKHEATH WAS THEN the centre of 
English rugby. In 1863 the club had led rugby's 
split from association football after a dispute 
over how much violence was permissible (they 
conceded on strangling but felt other clubs 
were being awfully wet to ban hacking the 
shins). In 1879 they had travelled to Newport to 
defend England's honour against a Welsh club 
who had been undefeated for four years. 
Blackheath scored eight tries and kept a clean 
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